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ABSTRACT 




This dissertation is a study of contemporary forms of Quranic learning among women in urban 
Pakistan. Over the last two decades, Quran study programs which promise an in-depth and 
personal knowledge of the text, have become immensely popular among literate women from all 
backgrounds in urban centers of Pakistan. Placing an emphasis on developing skills for reading 
and understanding the Quran, such programs of study have adopted an approach to textual 
engagement that departs significantly from previously dominant modes of recitation and 
memorization of the Quran in everyday practices of ritual devotion. Drawing upon ethnographic 
fieldwork conducted among women participants of Quranic study, this dissertation investigates 
these sites of learning to highlight the competencies, logics and modes of argumentation that are 
encouraged and cultivated among women readers of the Quran. It locates the shift from Quranic 
recitation to reading within a genealogy of the modernist exegetical tradition popularized by 
Syed Abul Ala Maududi in the mid-twentieth century in South Asia which made the ‘ordinary’ 
reader its main focus rather than the scholarly world of the Ulama. It foregrounds this as the 
condition under which a popular hermeneutics of the Quran emerges in contemporary Pakistan 
and demonstrates how privileging a modality which illuminates the Quran’s ‘true’ meaning 
steers conceptions about the text and its role in defining ethical action for women readers. This 
study analyzes how contemporary practices of Quranic hermeneutics by ‘ordinary’ women rely 
on the ethical cultivation of interpretive agency which is generated simultaneously by notions of 
the autonomous self and a normative understanding of Quranic injunctions. Through an analysis 
of women’s experiences of reading, it shows that Quranic study in these sites occurs at the nexus 
of competing modalities of textual engagement in which women combine religious and secular 
capacities, skills and sensibilities for reflection on the Quran’s meaning. It highlights the ways in 
which seemingly contradictory modes of reflection—one which is critical and another which is 
governed by devotional affect—are productively reconfigured together for discerning the ethical 
import of Quranic injunctions and their insertion into the idioms governing everyday life. This 
dissertation argues that such a mode of appreciation produces a unique register for reflecting on 
the Quran’s pedagogical potential, thus imbuing the desire for ‘reading as understanding’ with 
the promise of personal and collective social transformation. It also unravels assumptions about 
the discreteness of the spheres governed by religiosity and secularity in a post-colonial context 
and enables for a consideration of the ways in which the intersection between the two have been 
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As I enter the premises of Al-Huda International, which is housed on the top floor of a 
seven story commercial complex in the south of Karachi, the sound of a lecture on a 
Quranic verse reverberates through the space heightened by the loudspeakers that 
acoustically connect the different rooms and hallways. Al Huda, which offers women 
diploma courses in Quranic study through its Institute of Islamic Education for Women, 
occupies the entire seventh floor in this commercial section of the city. In contrast to the 
busy, bustling market downstairs, the topmost floor is ordered and occupied only by 
women. According to a strictly observed rule, men are not permitted on the premises. In a 
large classroom off the main reception area, the full-time students that are enrolled at the 
institute sit neatly in multiple rows in the middle of the main hall, dressed either in all-
white shalwar kameez (tunics and pants) or a long black jilbab, a coat-like garment worn 
over everyday clothes which is the mandated uniform for full-time students; all wear 
white headscarves. Although it is a weekday morning, a time when most women are busy 
with work and family obligations, several hundred women are seated and ready to hear 
Farhat Hashmi, a popular teacher of Quranic study discuss the day’s verses from the 
Quran. Included in this gathering are women ‘listeners’ who come to listen to the daily 
lesson. Also dressed modestly, they sit along the back wall of the main classroom. The 
full-time enrollees, who cluster together in the center of the room facing the teacher, are 
typically hunched over their note-books, hastily noting down the lecture. Conversely, 
‘listeners’ sit still, some with a copy of the Quran in front of them. All attendees follow 
Hashmi’s lecture as she first recites the Quran in Arabic and moves to its translation and 
interpretation in Urdu. By nine o’clock in the morning the day’s classes are well 





underway. In the midst of her exegetical lecture on a Quranic verse, Hashmi interjects 
with the following: 
Often you will see that many people read the Quran and teach it but you 
do not notice any change in their lives. Why? Why is there no change? 
Because the right intention (niyat), purpose and inner thoughts are absent. 
You will only get that much out of reading the book (kitab), as the 
intention and purpose with which you approach it…so it is important that 
when you begin to read the Quran, you assess for yourself, what it is you 
are reading for. 
 
This dissertation is a study of the new forms of Quranic learning in which urban 
Pakistani women are increasingly participating and that has had important effects on the 
configuration of Quranic knowledge, religious devotion, and everyday life. This new 
form of Quranic study that is taught in institutes like the one described above is part of a 
widespread private initiative specifically targeted at and designed for women participants. 
The central claim of such a form of Quranic study is to enable ‘ordinary women’ develop 
an understanding of the Quran through its translation and interpretation into Urdu. Such 
an approach departs significantly from the recitational modalities of Quranic engagement 
that is emblematic of an everyday ritual practice. More important, such a form of Quranic 
study advances a style of learning which centers on cultivating the interpretive agency of 
the reader that focuses on its semantic comprehension. As is evident from the vignette 
above, the mode of reading that Hashmi prescribes for the female audience is presented 
as that in which the reader must engage with the Quran in a deliberately self-conscious 
manner. Such a textual engagement requires placing a particular kind of demand on the 
self in the process of reading in which an awareness of one’s inner state and purpose of 
reading the Quran precedes the act of reading. The appeal to probe and monitor one’s 





inner state as a precursor of reading the Quran are seen as both the necessary condition 
for and a measure of the efficacy of engaging with the text in such sites of learning.   
Over the last two decades the popularity of this form of religious education 
among women in urban centers of Pakistan has had significant and visible effects on the 
ways in which religious expression is publicly and privately organized. At the same time, 
an increased visibility of habits and behaviors among women in the public realm that are 
religiously defined has sparked debates about the effects of such programs of learning on 
the socio-cultural landscape in contemporary Pakistan. In the present moment when 
debate about the role of religion in the political and public life of Pakistan has been 
particularly divisive, the popularity of such forms of religious learning and their visible 
effects on women’s lives are often read as signs of a religiously radicalized society. 
Initially comprised largely of what are considered elite and upper-middle class women in 
Pakistan, these sites of Quranic study are now equally popular among middle and lower-
middle classes of educated women who often use public transport and hired vans to make 
their way each day to participate in these gatherings of Quranic study. The popularity of 
such a style of learning the Quran is manifest through the growing number of women 
who participate in such pedagogical projects as well as the shifts in cultural and social 
practices that are encouraged through such forms of Quranic study and that such a style 
of learning is seen to have catalyzed.1  
An important feature of the popularity of such a modality of textual engagement 
is the in-depth understanding of the Quran that such programs promise their audiences. 
Such claims, I discovered during my fieldwork, resonate deeply with urban educated 
                                                
1 There are no statistics available for the number of women who enroll in these programs of study or even 
the number programs of Quranic study that are available to women in Pakistan. Often, women participate 
in Quranic study through sites that are ‘informal’ and therefore difficult to track. 





women who often highlight the ‘rigor’ of such a form of learning compared to the 
recitational forms that are practiced more commonly in everyday forms of worship. As 
the number of women participating in Quranic study has swelled annually in Pakistan’s 
urban centers, men and women on both sides of the secular/religious divide 
unequivocally express their discomfort with the effects such learning has had on the 
social and cultural norms in contemporary Pakistan. While the Ulama (clergy) denounce 
Hashmi and the model of religious learning she advocates by disparaging it as 
constituting a form of innovation (bidat), secular liberal Pakistanis often use her as an 
example of the infiltration of ‘Islamic extremism’ in Pakistani society. Reviewing a 
recent academic publication on the educational initiatives of Al-Huda international, a 
leading newspaper columnist observed, “Anyone withdrawing from society by rejecting 
its norms is ripe for the plucking by the terrorists. The residential madrassa does that. In 
Islamabad, a number of female “dars” groups are busy doing that in varying degrees 
(Ahmed 2010). The ‘”dars” groups’ referred to in the quote include Al-Huda as well as 
other similar initiatives that form the network of private institutes of Quranic study that 
have mushroomed in many urban centers in Pakistan. While the conflation of religious 
learning with terrorist activities is a position that is most often reserved for the madrassa, 
women’s Quran study institutes are often characterized in a similar fashion despite the 
many differences that make up these sites of religious learning (which I describe below).  
The vitriol directed at Hashmi from both sides of the religious/secular divide has 
done little to stem the popularity of Quranic study that an increasing number of women 
are engaging in each year. Undaunted by the controversy generated by such a form of 
religious learning, women who participate in Quranic study are often very vocal in their 





opposition to the above characterizations and invoke the discourse of rights and choice in 
defense of their participation in these sites of learning.  
In exploring the popularity of these forms of Quranic study among educated 
women in urban Pakistan, I focus on the manner in which an engagement with the Quran 
is undertaken in these sites. This manner of reading the Quran through its translation and 
interpretation has been introduced recently to women who have previously approached 
the Quran through a recitational modality that tends to emphasize the sound of the written 
word rather than what meanings the words may hold. Thus while a recitation of the 
Quranic word also often depends on the written text, such a literacy involves visual 
recognition of the Arabic alphabet as a means to its correct vocalization which is 
unaccompanied by a comprehension of the recited word. In contrast, the programs of 
Quranic learning that I investigate depend on the prospective students possessing a 
literacy that is geared towards the production of semantic comprehension and requires 
advanced knowledge of both reading and writing Urdu which are put towards making 
Quranic word knowable to the women readers.2  Although these contrasting literacies 
indicate the specific textual ethics that underpin these different approaches to learning the 
Quran, as I elaborate in chapter four, the pedagogies employed in these new forms of 
Quran study ioften bring these divergent approaches together. Rather than consider the 
displacement of one textual approach with another, I suggest that this style of Quranic 
study is a productive reconfiguration of both forms of textual engagement.  
                                                
2 Ten to 12 years of schooling (matriculation) is the minimum requirement to enroll in such study centers. 
While the statistics point to the abysmally low rate of women’s literacy overall in Pakistan, ten years of 
schooling is not an extraordinary condition, particularly in large urban centers like Karachi and Islamabad 
which is where these types of Quran study centers have mushroomed.   





To delineate how an understanding of the Quran is cultivated for women 
participants, this study analyzes two main aspects of this textual approach. The first 
highlights the discursive shift through which such a mode of reading is invested with 
significance for women participants. The second aspect examines the material practices 
of reading and writing which constitute Quranic textuality in these sites. An important 
dimension of this study that relates to both aspects connects and locates these knowledge 
practices among non-specialist women within a genealogy of the Quran’s exegetical 
tradition (tafsir) in South Asia, particularly its modern iteration. I argue that the modern 
exegetical form that provides the basis for women’s understanding of the Quran, self-
consciously employed new interpretive modalities and styles in order to produce an 
accessible and ‘authentic’ narrative of the Quranic text for ‘ordinary’ readers. This notion 
of accessibility to the ‘true’ meaning of Quran is erected on a particular conceptualization 
of understanding in which the reader’s direct proximity to the divine word is favored over 
the mediated distance of classical exegetical forms. This vision of the Quran’s necessary 
im-mediacy combined with the rise in literacy skills of reading and writing among 
women in the second half of the last century has produced a unique set of conditions in 
post-colonial Pakistan. This dissertation foregrounds these shifts as the condition under 
which an every-day hermeneutics of the Quran emerges and demonstrates how 
privileging a modality of comprehension of the Quran’s ‘true’ meaning steers 
conceptions about the text and its role in defining ethical action for women readers. 
Drawing upon ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Karachi over nearly two years, this 
study analyzes how contemporary practices of Quranic hermeneutics by ‘ordinary’ 
women rely on the cultivation of an interpretive agency in which faith and reason 





mutually inform an understanding of the Quranic injunctions. Such a mode of 
appreciation, I suggest, produces a unique register for generating reflections on the 
Quran’s pedagogical potential, thus imbuing the desire for reading the Quran to 
understand its meaning with the promise of personal and collective social transformation. 
 
Reading as Mediation 
Reading as a practice of understanding and interpreting texts is central to this 
study. My analyses of reading practices takes into account the historically and culturally 
specific conditions and ideologies that influence modes of textual engagement. Thus, as 
scholars have shown a consideration of the reader’s location, capacities, tastes and 
preferences are important to understanding how reading unfolds (Bourdieu and Nice 
1990; Boyarin 1993; Long 2003; Radway 1991). More important, I explore not only what 
the subjects of my study read but also how they read. In other words, what is the 
conception of knowledge that animates this manner of reading and the capacities required 
to read in this particular fashion. This includes examining the cultivation of the 
underlying logics, competencies and capacities that organize the perception about what is 
read and the material forms through which reading is made possible. In that respect, 
reading is a form of mediation for how one reads shapes the perception of the object that 
is read. Qualifying reading in this manner is necessary to indicate my view of reading as 
an historically and culturally situated practice of mediation (Chartier 1994; Fabian 1993; 
Hollywood 2004; Kittler 1999; McLuhan 1962; Messick 1997; Warner 2004). This 
dissertation traces the shift in the mode of engagement with the Quran from recitation to 
reading by analyzing the discursive shifts that make such a form of engagement with the 
Quran viable and meaningful for the subjects that are part of my ethnography. In the 





context of an engagement with the Quran, I suggest that this shift is not only to be 
understood as a move from reciting aloud to reading silently or from aural-oral 
performance to visual-cognitive comprehension even though these may partly constitute 
the act of reading. Rather in this form of reading the reader is expected to braid together 
the performative recitational modality of Quranic engagement with one that aims towards 
comprehension and meaning of the recited words. In other words, being able to read the 
Quran in this manner brings together sensibilities and faculties that have often been 
considered separately when addressing the question of what constitutes reading. As 
Michael Warner has noted reading is often diagnosed as critical or uncritical based on the 
reading subject’s attitude vis a vis the text where reason and distance are conflated with a 
critical interpretation of texts and “reverie, sentimentality, enthusiasm” and other such 
attachments become characterized as uncritical modes of reading (Warner 2004, p. 19). 
As I demonstrate in the chapters that follow, the privileging of comprehension and 
meaning in the engagement with the Quran by the subjects of this study cannot be 
characterized as merely the move from an uncritical to a critical mode of reading. Rather, 
the discourse about what constitutes Quranic knowledge through which the salience of 
meaning and comprehension of what one reads is made possible, simultaneously 
conceptualizes knowledge as that which can affect the heart and the inner self. In this 
sense, reading is considered an ethical practice for not only is it seen to have the potential 
to reveal the moral content of the Quran for the reading subject, reading in this manner is 
also viewed as that which brings the reader closer to God through the act of deliberation 
and reflection. In this respect, I draw on Michel Foucault’s insight and its anthropological 
interpretation in which an ethical act refers to the engagement in a set of practices (of the 





self) through which individuals are able to “attain a certain mode of being” (Foucault 
1988a; Foucault 1988b; Mahmood 2005; Scott 1999). For my informants, engaging with 
the Quran in the manner I have described was necessary to achieve these modes of being 
and was therefore an enterprise of paramount importance for them. 
As Elizabeth Long reminds us in her ethnographic study of women’s book clubs 
in Houston, reading is a social act and not merely a practice of the private sphere. 
Reading and writing are skills acquired through a process of learning and therefore an 
“infrastructure” is required not only to teach literacy, but also because it supports the 
industry (and economy) of reading and books (2003, p.10). Similarly habits of reading, 
particularly tastes for certain kinds of ‘books’ she argues, using Pierre Bourdieu’s use of 
the term habitus, are cultivated through a reader’s social locations of class (and gender). 
To imagine reading as a solitary activity, according to Long, is to deny precisely the 
social and political conditions through which literacy is made possible. As she points out, 
“literacy and the practices of reading it produces in our society can never be divorced 
from questions of power, privilege, exclusion, and social distinction” (Long 2003, p. 16). 
In addition to its social dimension, the concept of literacy has also been complicated by 
scholars who point to the heterogeneity of this phenomenon based on the socio-cultural 
and historical conditions in which it is embedded (Besnier 1995; Mitchell 2009; Stock 
1983). Not only does literacy differ across time and space, the nature of the literacy 
practices themselves can be quite different within a particular context. For instance many 
urban Pakistani Muslims are competent in at least two different types of literacy 
practices. One that enables them to recite the Quran and another that is learnt in schools 
and trains them in the skills of reading and writing.  





Literacy practices that are oriented toward producing a comprehension of the 
word are not learnt in the sites of Quranic study that I examine in this study; the ability to 
read and write in Urdu are proficiencies that women must already possess in order to 
undertake Quranic learning in the sites that I have examined. As such, the competencies 
of reading and writing are already situated within a particular conception of knowledge 
prior to its imbrication within my research site, especially because it is acquired in what 
is largely viewed or modeled as a secular institution in modern societies, mass education. 
I suggest that engagement with religious texts is enabled and mediated through the 
competencies acquired through secular schooling. Thus reading and writing or literacy, 
skills acquired in the secular sphere by women become the primary modes through which 
the Quran is apprehended as I discuss below. 
Mass literacy has been closely connected to and often seen to be the force behind 
great social transformations of the modern era. Both the introduction of print 
technologies and the era of print capitalism have been identified as defining moments in 
the modern histories of the world (Anderson 1991; McLuhan 1962). In particular, women 
and other disenfranchised groups are viewed as some of the most important beneficiaries 
of  “empowerment that literacy often brings in its wake” (Long 2003, p. 31). Scholarship 
that has focused on women’s reading as a social and political act attempts to recover the 
female voice in the narrative accounts of social and political transformations as a 
corrective to the neglect often suffered by women’s activities because of their seeming 
invisibility (Long 2003; Radway 1991). While I do not discount the importance of such 
accounts and their theoretical purchase, my focus on women’s reading practices in the 
milieu of the Quranic study center is directed towards understanding how the reading 





subject is constituted at once by the discipline on which modern literacy depends and the 
productive re-ordering of these disciplinary regimes to meet the ends of an alternative 
vision of the self and being (Foucault 1995; Scott 1999). In that respect, I have found it 
productive to interpret the project of reading the Quran that women pursue in 
contemporary Pakistan, in relation to what Talal Asad describes as “the domain of 
orthodoxy” in which “Muslims have the power to regulate, uphold, require, or adjust 
correct practices and to condemn, exclude, undermine or replace incorrect ones” (1986, 
p. 15). Thus, rather than consider this form of reading as a necessarily feminine voice of 
Quranic interpretation, I have found it more instructive to view it within the discourses of 
the tradition that are invoked to authorize certain practices while discounting others. In 
the context of women’s participation in these new forms of religious learning what is 
important to consider are the conditions under which reading the Quran in this manner 
becomes possible. In other words, the condition of literacy that undergirds such programs 
of Quranic study is not uncommon among urban women.3 Such an approach also enables 
for a more nuanced analysis of the processes by which modern ideals and capacities often 
associated with the empowerment of women have unintended or unforeseen outcomes 
when such capacities are channeled towards paradoxical purposes. This becomes 
apparent in this particular case when women self-consciously and deliberately enact what 
are considered to be normative practices of self-empowerment (in this case literacy 
cultivated through education) in order to create a set of religious understandings and 
practices about self and society that do not fit the secular-liberal ends of women’s 
progress in which the centrality of religion is eroded or sequestered in the domain of the 
                                                
3 A 2006 report on Literacy in Pakistan cites the general urban literacy rate among women as 64%. 
However, in districts like Karachi women’s literacy rates deviate substantially from the norm and are 
estimated at almost 90%. See M. A. (Choudhry 2006) 





“private”. This paradox indicates not only that religion is not merely a compartmentalized 
and attenuated part of modern life, but one which is actively reworked and reconfigured 
through discursive and material shifts to accommodate and rejuvenate belief and thus 
situate it at the heart of one’s every day undertakings in late capitalist modernity.  
 
Modes of Apprehending  
A central question that animates this study asks if and how modalities of thought, 
behaviors, sensibilities, and notions of the self that are cultivated in secular and religious 
arenas of modern life intertwine in the making of a Quranic subjectivity in contemporary 
post-colonial Pakistani society? The emergent practices of reading the Quran among 
women that are ethnographically explored in this dissertation provide an opportunity in 
which to study the systematic and deliberate manner in which the capacities, sensibilities 
and aesthetic preferences that have been shaped in the secular arenas of modern day 
existence are redirected and deployed towards developing a moral way of life, informed 
especially by normative interpretations of Islam. In particular, it highlights how 
discourses of understanding the Quran have in themselves become the privileged form 
through which an engagement with the text is undertaken by women participants. 
Arguably, interpretive modalities of textual engagement are not new to Islamic 
scholarship and disciplines of study. However, women’s engagement with the Quran in 
the fashion and scale that I describe is unprecedented, particularly in South Asia. More 
important, this form of reading builds upon pre-existing recitational practices and 
knowledge of the Quran and puts them into a new relationship with the capacities and 
sensibilities of textual literacies that have been cultivated under secular sites of 
subjectivation such as schools and practices of leisure (reading, and television and film 





viewing). The case examined here offers an opportunity to consider how the intersecting 
discourses, capacities and skills shape belief and worship among women participants of 
Quranic study in urban centers of Pakistan. At the same time it offers us a way to rethink 
the categorical separations that often animate binaries such as religious–secular 
particularly in the realm of ethical practice. 
 
Religion and the State of Crisis 
At a time when the popular perception of Pakistan is fraught with media images 
of a nation that is on the brink of a crisis because of the threat that religious forces pose to 
the country’s social, cultural and political fabric, it is particularly salient to consider the 
unique, complex and ineluctable place that religion occupies in the everyday contexts of 
people’s lives. The political and social challenges that Pakistan faces are often diagnosed 
as the failure of the state to fully modernize, that is, its inability to properly excise 
religious symbols, markers and practices from the realm of public and political life. Often 
implied is religion’s characterization as an ossified and stagnated force that is antithetical 
to living a thriving modern life. Such a view perpetuates a normative vision of religion in 
which its discourses and institutions are considered incommensurable with or necessarily 
averse and unresponsive to the demands of modern existence. Exploring the shift in 
women’s Quranic reading practices productively engages with this problematic by 
providing an important perspective not only on the significance of religion in 
contemporary Pakistani society but also the dynamic manners in which religious and 
secular knowledge and orientation interpenetrate and thus shape personal and public life.  
The forms of Quranic study that I describe in this dissertation are now a common 
feature of major urban center in Pakistan. In addition to the Quran study centers that I 





discuss in this dissertation, women’s madrassas are now increasingly available as an 
alternative to public and private secular schools. The ensuing controversy that has 
erupted, at times violently, around women’s religious education is significant in that it 
points to the heterogeneous actors and conceptions involved in the debates about religion, 
society and the state that have emerged in post-colonial Pakistan over its short history. 
While women are often represented as object of these debates, increasingly they are also 
the active voices participating in these debates on both sides of the secular religious 
divide. 
 Like in other parts of the Muslim world, the relationship between the state and 
religion in Pakistan is a complicated and ambivalent one. Since the nineteenth century the 
state, first as a colonial entity and later in its post-colonial iteration, have sought to 
control religious institutions, particularly those that relate to Islamic law (sharia) and 
religious education (Messick 1996; Sikand 2006; Zaman 2002). In South Asia, the reform 
of these institutions first began in the mid-nineteenth century. As the colonial state sought 
to reform the realm of law, it deemed sharia a matter of personal status for Muslims. In 
post-colonial Pakistan, the colonial legacy of Islamic law continues in that it maintains 
the view that it is the sphere of the personal that needs to be governed through the spirit 
of the sharia. Similarly, the madrassa has also been the object of reform and control by 
the state through different periods of Pakistan’s history. Often directed as efforts toward 
the reform and modernization, these state led initiatives to define what constitutes 
religious education challenges the authority of the Ulama who have historically been the 
custodians of this institution (Zaman 2002). In its current iteration, the policy to reform 





madrassas has acquired a new feature which is defined as the state’s purported need to 
control ‘militancy’ through greater ‘accountability’ and transparency of the institution.4 
Strikingly, the form of women’s religious education I discuss here has, so far, 
evaded a more direct and aggressive intervention from the state. Distancing themselves 
from any sectarian affiliation or Islamist political orientation, Quranic study centers 
purport to teach women only that which the Quran and Sunnah (sayings and customs of 
the Prophet) deem appropriate. Although this posture broadly reflects what has often 
been described as a Salafist position, specifically one that might be traced back to the 
architects of the “Islamic revival” such as Syed Abul Ala Maududi, Muhammad Abduh 
and Rashid Rida, the participants themselves rarely, if ever, claim this genealogy or for 
that matter use the term Salafi to describe their position. Similarly, the role of the state in 
defining this new style of Quranic education is tangential. This is borne out of the fact 
that the sites in which I conducted my fieldwork were private organizations which were 
registered with but not governed directly by state policies on religious education.5. It is 
also because women with whom I conducted my ethnographic research do not consider 
the state and the reform of political institutions in Pakistan to be the target of their 
religious learning.6 Women students of Quranic study view their participation in such 
forms of learning primarily as an act of religious edification.  Although they are involved 
                                                
4 These latest set of reforms and measures were introduced under General Pervez Musharraf’s rule (1999-
2008) which included, among other things, a greater scrutiny of ‘foreign’ students in the madrassas. The 
botched siege of a women’s madrassa in Islamabad, the Lal-Masjid (Red Mosque), was carried out by 
paramilitary forces during his rule. Several people lost their lives as a result of this action. 
 
5 Madrassas are subject to government control through an Auqaf property department that was set up under 
Ayub Khan’s regime in the 1960s. See Ali (2009). 
 
6 I am not suggesting here that the state is inconsequential for the women in my study—there are myriad 
ways in which the state exercises its control on the lives of women I worked with. In fact the state’s 
position on instituting tighter control on religious educational institutions directly impacts the ability of the 
women to seek out religious learning.  





in activities that target sites for reform in the social sphere (ritual celebrations, 
consumption habits, family relations), they eschew the broad-based social and political 
reform which more politically inclined Islamist parties like the Jamaat-e-Islami have 
pursued over the course of six decades in post-colonial Pakistan.7 
 
Islamic Learning—Old and New 
An important dimension of the type of Quranic engagement that I discuss in this 
dissertation is its relative ‘newness’ in relation to what is known about the established 
institutions of Islamic knowledge throughout the history of Islam (Berkey 1992; 
Eickelman 1985; Makdisi and American Council of Learned Societies. 1981; Messick 
1996; Metcalf 1982; Mottahedeh 1985; Zaman 2002). Although the madrassa has 
acquired a particular valence in the modern imaginary as the primary site of Islamic 
learning, important scholarship on knowledge institutions and practices in Muslim 
societies of the medieval and modern periods has pointed to the more diffused and 
decentralized webs of scholarship and sites of instruction that were in fact hallmarks of 
Islamic learning (Berkey 1992; Chamberlain 1994; Messick 1996). In his study of 
knowledge practices in medieval Cairo, Jonathan Berkey suggests that various sites, the 
madrassa, masjid (mosque) and the khanqah (sufi convent) were involved in providing 
instruction of a similar or of an overlapping nature thus pointing to the decentralized 
manner in which knowledge was acquired (Berkey, p.16). Studies in this vein rightly 
caution against making generalizations about how knowledge production and 
transmission was organized in these sites and historical periods and how they contributed 
to social, cultural and political institutions in these various societies. Despite the 
                                                
7 Established just prior to partition by the Muslim intellectual Syed Abul Ala Maududi, the Jamaat-e-Islami 
is the oldest Islamist party in Pakistan. 





relatively decentralized nature of Islamic learning historically, there are certain aspects of 
Muslim knowledge practices which are shared and permit us to consider a comparison 
with the modality of Islamic learning that I discuss in this dissertation, the Quran study 
institutes. One shared feature of the domains of learning in Muslim societies is that they 
have largely been gendered spaces, inhabited until recently by men. For young girls and 
women in South Asia the domestic space has and continues to be and important site for 
religious instruction. Thus, while it is crucial to understand how Quran study institutes 
compare with the madrassa, it is equally important to keep in mind these other domains 
through which religious instruction for women in contemporary Pakistan have occurred.  
The Quran study institutes share with the modern day madrassa some subjects of 
study such as tafsir (Quranic exegesis), hadith sciences, tajwid (recitation) and fiqh 
(Islamic jurisprudence) which appear on the curricula of both types of religious 
instruction. However these apparent similarities are in fact also the loci of differences 
between these two sites of Islamic learning. Highlighting the differences allows for these 
kinds of pedagogical projects to be situated among the various impulses within modern 
Islam which have emerged out of the effects of colonial and post-colonial periods in the 
last two centuries (Messick 1997; Messick 1996; Metcalf 1982; Nasr 1996; Zaman 2002). 
I highlight this in more detail below for I believe these differences can be discussed 
fruitfully to underscore the dynamism of processes and sites of social and cultural 
production in an instance of what might broadly be termed Islamic modernity. 
In outlining the relative ‘newness’ of my site, my intent is not to posit the 
madrassa as the ‘old’ or outdated institution that has remained unchanged in modern 
times and against which Quranic learning of the type I discuss must be compared and 





held-up as the outcome of a self-conscious response to the challenges of the 
contemporary moment. While sharing some similarities with medieval institutions of 
scholarship and cultural production, modern day madrassas are not facsimiles of their 
medieval counterparts. Modern epistemological impulses often driven by colonialism, 
anti-colonial movements and the post-colonial nation-state have had far-reaching 
transformative effects on these institutions (Messick 1996; Metcalf 1982; Zaman 2002). 
In South Asia, it is not only the colonial encounter and post-colonial demands of the 
nation-state that have shaped how sites of Islamic learning such as the madrassa have 
evolved, as important as these forces have been, but events that are located in the present 
global moment also impact their structure, content and reception within their local 
context. As Muhammad Qasim Zaman points out in his detailed study of the Ulama in 
contemporary Pakistan, reform of the madrassas has been an ongoing project of the 
various governments (particularly the military ones) since the 1960s. Echoing their 
counterparts in the colonial state, policy-makers of the Pakistani state have posed the 
question of the ‘usefulness’ of religious education to the demands of modern life. 
Without explicitly demanding they be closed down, the Pakistani state’s official line has 
been the demand for madrassas to justify their existence and usefulness to the nation. As 
Zaman also illustrates, under General Zia ul Haq’s eleven year military regime (1977–
88), also often viewed as the period in which Pakistani society was subjected to state-led 
Islamization policies, the state did not retreat from its reformist aims as might be 
expected and in fact introduced its own brand of coercion and control of these institutions 
(Zaman, 2002). Calls for reform and monitoring of madrassas have not ebbed over time 
but have only increased in the last decade or so. More important, the tenor of these 





demands has shifted from the discourse of ‘usefulness’ to one of security and anti-
terrorism following the tragic events of September 11, 2001which involved the 
destruction of the World Trade Center. The measures taken by the Pakistani state 
following this event—this time under General Pervez Musharraf’s military regime—
resulted in heavy surveillance of the major madrassas in Pakistan and expulsion of its 
foreign students. Recent analysis of the madrassa, in a large body of academic and 
journalistic writing both within Pakistan and outside, is fraught with the politics of the 
post September 11 discourse on the interrelatedness of terrorism, violence and Islam. 
While those who have shown an antipathy to Islam and Islamic institutions (generally) 
are at the forefront of this, those who have tried to recover the madrassa from such 
overarching characterizations have not escaped this interpellation, an analysis which 
often leads to the demand for ‘much-needed’ reform of the madrassa (Ali 2009; Fair 
2008; Malik 2008).8 The Quran study institutes that I discuss here have not been 
completely spared of state-led interventions—they become targets of investigation 
primarily under the policies of ‘accountability’ to state observers.9 These strategies to 
                                                
8 Apart from the obvious ahistorical and decontextualized understanding of the institution promoted by 
such analysis, there is an additional problem associated with the attempt to vindicate madrassa of any 
inherent violent tendencies—it transfers the responsibility (and agency) of political violence onto the figure 
of the secularly trained Islamist militant. This tendency is most obvious in William Darlymple’s article in 
the New York Review of Books which goes to much length to highlight what can only be read as the absurd 
(and thus relatively benign) character of the Mullah in a bid to rescue him and the institution he 
metonymically stands in for, the madrassa. Absolving madrassa of this guilt, he goes on to state, “…Islamic 
terrorism, like its Christian and Jewish predecessors, is largely a bourgeois enterprise” wherein he points to 
Syed Qutb as the ideologue who inspires the middle-class, university-educated professional to commit acts 
of terror (Darlymple, 2005). Needless to say, such assertions are problematic not least for the fact that 
figures like Syed Qutb and Syed Abul Ala Maududi are respected for their contributions to modern Islamic 
thought by a considerable part of the world’s Muslim population who are not involved in a direct political’ 
struggle, violent or non-violent. However such a position also poses a particular problem for women who 
participate in Quranic study in Pakistan, including my informants, who belong to this particular social class 
and group of educated middle-class Muslims. The conflation of the secularly trained Muslims with violence 
and terrorism seems to imply women (and men) who belong to this group, are pre-disposed to violence.  
 





exert pressure, contribute to the general atmosphere of hostility directed by the state, and 
secular ‘civil society’ towards religious learning.  
The fact that women comprise the student body in these pedagogical projects sets 
them apart from other formal arenas of religious learning like the madrassa which has 
historically been a male dominated sphere. In that sense, it may be argued that this type 
of Quranic study is new for it comes as a response to the perceived lack of avenues 
available to women, in contrast to men, for the study of foundational religious texts like 
the Quran and hadith. Unlike the women’s madrassa, which is recent extension of the 
madrassa, the genesis of the Quran study institutes can be traced back to a formalization 
of dars (lesson) gatherings of women in their homes that were popular in the 1980s. 
Madrassas for girls have been gradually increasing in number over the last two 
decades as well. These draw upon the centralized madrassa curriculum, the Dars-i-
Nizami10, to design their teaching content.11 In comparison to the Quran study institutes 
which do not claim any sectarian affiliation or political orientation, the madrassa 
                                                                                                                                            
9The fact that these Quran study institutes often register under the Companies Ordinance (1984) and not the 
Societies Registration Ordinance under which madrassas register with the Ministry of Education, imparts 
some relief from government monitoring compared to the madrassa.  
 
10 The Dars-i-Nizami ‘curriculum’ dates back to the eighteenth century in South Asia which comprised a 
list of texts taught as part of religious instruction. As noted by scholars, the Dars-i-Nizami contents were 
more fluid until the late nineteenth century when as a response to Western style education, it became more 
standardized. See Zaman (2002) and Metcalf (1982) for a more detailed discussion. Today’s Dars-i-Nizami 
is a centralized curriculum which is adopted by madrassas across the country.  
 
11 The emergence of women’s madrassa is a recent phenomenon in Pakistan and interestingly enough 
temporally coincides with the rising popularity of the Quran study institutes in Pakistan. It may appear 
because of the Ulama’s rejection of Hashmi’s authority to impart religious learning that women’s madrassa 
emerged to counter the influence of the rise in popularity and visibility of the sites of Quranic learning but I 
would suggest that the motivations are more complex than merely an ideological countering to stem the 
popularity of Quranic study. Women who engaged in teaching young girls in the madrassa often viewed 
this as their duty to cultivate among young girls knowledge of Islam and habits of propriety. Equally 
important, such innovations within the madrassa institution must also be viewed as the acceptance of the 
importance of education for women.  





institution locates itself through the genealogies of the Ulama who belong to five broad 
groupings within South Asian Sunni Islam.  
The composition of the student body, spatial location and pedagogical style of 
these madrasas differ from the Quran study institutes in significant ways that deserves a 
separate treatment of these sites rather than subsuming them under a broad rubric of 
women’s Islamic education. I do not explore these sites in any detail except to offer some 
initial impressions about them. Madrassas for girls differ from the women’s Quran study 
institute in two respects. Whereas the latter requires that women already have at least the 
equivalent of a high school diploma when they enroll, the former often serves as the 
equivalent of a high school education. Girls in the madrassas are taught the basic subjects 
and texts that constitute the Dars-i-Nizami. The diploma obtained upon completion of the 
madrassa program is recognized by the state’s higher education system as an equivalent 
of the ‘high school’ diploma, allowing many to enroll in Universities and Colleges in 
Pakistan. Conversely, the diplomas that Quran study institutes award to women serve a 
purpose that is internal to the institutes in that individuals on successful completion can 
enroll in more advanced courses or otherwise are qualified to work as junior instructors 
within these institutes. These differences in approaches often shape who enrolls in the 
two different types of religious educational programs. Women who participate in Quranic 
study through the institutes belong to a range of age groups and are at different stages of 
their lives as compared to young teenage girls who are enrolled in madrassas. While these 
differences may appear to be minor variances, I believe they also reflect how Quran study 
institutes characterize themselves as spaces in which one can exercise one’s volition to 
pursue knowledge of the Quran and hadith that is not driven by worldly considerations to 





acquire jobs or social status. I do not mean to suggest that madrassas are seen as an 
Islamic substitute for secular education. However, the pressure to provide ‘useful’ 
knowledge is a demand increasingly made of madrassas (Zaman 2002). As such, those 
representing the madrassa have to speak in terms of justifying their role in the production 
of a citizenry that can help the nation achieve its progressivist vision of socio-economic 
advancement. In comparison, Quran study institutes so far, have been able to avoid 
similar requirements which allow them to set the direction without heavy governmental 
interference primarily because they are not seen as substitutes of secular public 
education. In fact, such programs of Quranic learning depend upon mass education to 
teach the literacy skills that are redeployed in these sites toward studying religious texts. 
In addition to the differences in gender composition, the ‘newness’ of Quran 
study institutes is also in their approach to religious instruction and to the perceived 
targets of such educational forms. Teaching ordinary people to comprehend seminal 
Islamic texts (Quran and hadith) through their own interpretive labor is often expressed 
as the necessary corrective for the societal malaise that is perceived to be the cumulative 
consequence of having ignored one’s duty as a Muslim. The sub-text of such claims and 
motivations is that the existing conventions of instruction in Quranic recitation and ritual 
practice imparted to ordinary educated women (and men) from a young age, though 
important, are inadequate. For proponents of these programs, one’s engagement with the 
Quran requires not only a greater investment of commitment and labor by these men and 
women, but also necessitates a shift in the approach to how religious texts are learnt. This 
is not to suggest that this self-consciousness about what constitutes appropriate religious 
instruction among Muslims in South Asia is itself new. Indeed, Islamic reform 





movements that emerged in the late nineteenth, early twentieth century in North India 
sought to transform the domestic sphere and women’s status through the reform of 
religion by educating women to excise what were deemed customary practices of 
religious devotion. Thus Deobandis like Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi and ‘progressives’ 
like Nazir Ahmed were often united in their call to reform the status of Muslim women, 
albeit from different positions. The Quran study sites on which I focus, differ from these 
earlier reformist moments in terms of their intellectual antecedents and the social and 
political context that has given shape to them. Rather than drawing directly from the 
established institutions of religious learning (i.e. the madrassa), these sites instead draw 
upon the exegetical style and approaches to the Quran popularized by the teachings and 
writings of figures like Syed Abul Ala Maududi and Israr Ahmed, who are products of a 
secular educational system. The pedagogical thrust of this new type of learning might be 
best described as s combination of Maududi’s simple and narrative exegetical style which 
he uses in his tafsir and Ahmad’s emphasis on understanding the Quran, both of which I 
elaborate on in chapters 2 and 3. 
While the Quran has been described as the “paradigmatic text” and the source of 
all religious knowledge and practice in Islam, it is also generally concluded that religious 
instruction, both in the medieval and modern period, stressed the study of fiqh (Islamic 
jurisprudence) over tafsir (Quranic exegesis) (Messick 1996). Michael Fischer and Mehdi 
Abedi suggest that because of the Quran’s divine status, “To teach its exegesis (tafsir) is 
inevitably to tread on dangerous theological grounds, to court the hubris and heresy of 
claiming to know God’s intent” (Fischer and Abedi 1990, p. 97). This does not imply that 
the Quran was not consequential to religious instruction but rather that its centrality was 





produced out of the tension that recognized the divine status as the word of God and the 
human fallibility of its interpretation (Messick 1996). In circles of religious instruction 
that include both the formal scholarly arenas and the everyday ritual practice, it was 
therefore the recitational modality, the ability to vocalize the words of the Quran 
prescribed according to a set of rules that was the convention rather than mastering the 
ability to interpret its meaning. However, it is important to note that the emphasis placed 
on understanding the text that I describe in this dissertation is not meant to suggest that 
the recitational modality has been deemed unimportant by participants of Quranic study. 
On the contrary, women who learn to read the Quran devote considerable attention to 
learning its recitation anew within the system of rules called tajwid which has lent a new 
attentiveness to recitation where correct pronunciation and vocalization is signified in 
terms of enabling the reader to derive the correct meaning of the Quranic words.  
In the forms of Quranic learning I explore in this dissertation, I suggest that there 
is a shift in the manner in which women participants conceptualize the Quran’s centrality. 
The emphasis on being able to understand what one is reciting, as I have shown in 
chapter 4, rests upon privileging comprehension as the primary modality of Quranic 
engagement. More important, it comes out of the belief that the Quran is knowable in 
which the worries of “hubris and heresy” of interpreting God’s word that Fischer and 
Abedi identify, appear to be attenuated by recasting the demand to comprehend the 
meaning of the Quran as an ethical one (as I elaborate in chapter 3). Tracking the shift in 
emphasis from recitation to reading the Quran in everyday acts of ritual worship reveals 
not only the broad intellectual currents that have shaped the discourse of the importance 
of understanding what is read, but also the communicative logics and material practices 





of textual engagement that allow this manner of Quranic learning to proceed. This 
dissertation has attempted to bring these two aspects of Quranic study together. First how 
an emphasis on comprehension, meaning and understanding of religious texts is 
discursively authorized and second, the competencies and material practices of reading 
and writing that are deployed to make possible this mode of Quranic engagement.  
The shift in the modalities of Quranic learning also point to the changes in 
structures of Islamic textual authority in the last century. Zaman’s study of changing role 
of the Ulama class in Pakistan in response to the changes in the larger socio-political 
context points to the continuing importance of this group as a source of authority and 
leadership for many Muslims (Zaman 2002). At the same time, other scholars indicate the 
emergence of Muslim intellectuals who derive their authority from outside the 
established institutions of Islamic scholarship (Eickelman and Anderson 2003; Lelyveld 
1978; Nasr 1996; Starrett 1998). Syed Abul Ala Maududi, is an example of such a figure 
who was trained as a journalist and has influenced many modern Islamic thinkers because 
of his contribution to the debates on Islam, politics and society. Maududi’s approach to 
acquiring knowledge of the Quran, discussed in chapter 2, is to be able to read it with the 
intent of understanding what it says. Such an perception of textual engagement, in which 
the Quran is ‘knowable’ in this direct and unmediated fashion is reflected in the approach 
taken by the new forms of Quranic study that are available to women.  
While the above has focused primarily on a comparison between the madrassa 
and the Quranic study institute, Gregory Starrett’s important study of Islamic education 
in Egyptian schools, demonstrates how the integration of Islamic instruction in the 
curricula of mass education has contributed in novel ways to the Islamic resurgence in 





Egypt (Starrett 1998). Starrett suggests that religious instruction as rendered through state 
directed projects are animated by the impulse that religion is an object of knowledge and 
that it is fundamentally knowable. Using this idea of religion’s “objectification”, he states 
that the Islamic resurgence in Egypt is dependent upon the “functionalization of religion” 
which uses secular concepts and techniques of knowledge to shift religion from the 
sphere of practice to one where its purpose is for the moral indoctrination of its citizens 
(7–10). This has in turn, he points out, produced unintended consequences because of the 
way in which non-state actors deploy religion that diverges from state’s position. While I 
agree partly with Starett’s point that secular modes of knowing mediate (to an extent) 
how religious knowledge is attained, I find this view of religion as an instrument to be 
deployed for or in opposition to state ideology does not pay enough attention to the 
manner in which religious knowledge is embodied, especially within the realm of 
practice as has been shown by recent anthropological work (Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 
2005). In distinction then, my examination of women’s reading practices of the Quran in 
contemporary Pakistan argues that the competencies and techniques of literacy learnt in 
the secular schools mediate the way in which religious knowledge is conceptualized and 
acquired. However, I also suggest that this manner of Quranic engagement which 
privileges comprehension does not foreclose the possibility of an embodiment of the 
virtues that are considered central to the task of being Muslim. Rather, the acquisition of 
religious knowledge, as understood in these sites, has a generative and affective quality to 
it for it produces in the subject the desires and commitment to perform those acts 
prescribed as moral duty. 





I want to make one last point with regard to the ‘newness’ of this form of Quranic 
study. Although I have focused primarily on the madrassa as the foil against which to 
discuss the innovations in Quranic learning, it is not the only site in which religious 
instruction unfolds, especially of young children. As I briefly outline in chapter 4, young 
girls and boys receive religious instruction in the recitation of the Quran in the home or 
the neighborhood mosque. The introduction of these new forms of instruction has not 
displaced these established conventions or sites of religious instruction for the younger 
learners. This form of instruction continues within homes of those who have adopted 
these new styles of Quranic instruction and of those who shun them because of their 
perceived rigidity.  
The relocation of education for women and young girls through mass education 
programs that are outside the home is an institutional shift, spanning a good part of the 
twentieth century. However it is only in the last two decades in Pakistan that new spaces 
for women’s religious instruction, undergirded by new conceptualizations of religion and 
its necessity for social transformation, have emerged with the aim to forward a putatively 
‘deeper’ engagement with religious texts. These impulses to deliberate upon religious 
texts as the source of correct ethical behaviors are not unique to Pakistan but can be 
found as part of the ‘Islamic revival’ that is a transnational phenomenon. I discuss 
specific cases from Egypt and Bangladesh in a following section. 
 
Reading (Un)Critically 
 In recent years, several Muslim women scholars have called for a rereading of the 
Quran in order to excise the patriarchal biases that are seen to accompany its existing 
interpretations and instead provide an interpretation of the Quran with a view towards 





gender justice (Barlas 2004; Hassan 1987; Mernissi 1992; Wadud 1999). Asma Barlas 
characterizes re-reading of the Quran in the following manner, underscoring the 
normative emancipatory potential of the exercise: 
When I ask whether we can read the Quran for liberation, I am asking 
whether its teachings about God as well as about human creation, 
ontology, sexuality and marital relationships challenge sexual inequality 
and patriarchy. Alternatively, do the teachings of the Quran allow us to 
theorize the equality, sameness, similarity, or equivalence, as the context 
demands, of women and men? (Barlas 2004:1) 
 
Barlas’s answer to both of the questions she poses is in the affirmative. She seems to be 
convinced that a reading of the Quran for its liberatory content is not only possible but 
also strategically necessary if one is to reverse the inequality and injustices that have been 
perpetrated (on Muslim women) which stem from a misogynistic interpretation of the 
Quran. Further, Barlas attributes the continuation of patriarchal norms to an uncritical 
reading of the Quran because it denies the “’complex hermeneutic totality’” and its 
“’historically situated’” quality (8). While the call to re-read the sacred text with an eye 
on current liberal demands of rights and gender equality is not a new one, Barlas 
attributes the patriarchal bias in the interpretation of the Quran as a consequence of 
women being excluded from this hermeneutical process itself. The assumption here is 
that were women involved directly in reading the text, they would certainly recognize the 
“liberatory aspects of the Quran’s teachings” (3).12  Although Barlas does not identify 
herself as a feminist or even with the movement (loosely) termed Islamic feminism, she 
shares with Islamic feminists the recognition of the need to reinterpret Islamic textual 
sources as a means to resolve the current disjuncture between Islam and equality and 
                                                
12 What is interesting to note is that although Barlas recognizes the polysemic nature of texts, she 
simultaneously ascribes to it a self-evident liberatory quality which women would discover were they to 
engage in its interpretation. 





rights.13 In effect, Barlas suggests that a critical reading of the Quran is necessary in the 
current moment where ‘critical’ entails recognizing the historical specificity of Quranic 
injunctions and that this recognition should be a condition for its reinterpretation. 
While Barlas’s understanding of critical reading is not theoretically inaccurate, 
such a conception of Quranic hermeneutics is interrogated by Saba Mahmood where she 
foregrounds the unproblematic manner in which certainty is invested in the labor of 
critical reading that is objective, self-evident, transcendental and universal. Mahmood 
critiques the secular bias inherent in such an hermeneutical project of the Quran that 
Barlas appears to endorse, directing her critical efforts towards revealing the implication 
of this interpretive position in the political project to manipulate support for a ‘moderate’ 
brand of Islam, an ideologically grounded strategy that is pursued by various state and 
non-state entities in the United States and globally. More important, in revealing this 
complicitness, Mahmood begins to unravel the assumptions on which depend the modes 
of critical reflection that Barlas advocates. She argues that such readings privilege “an 
empiricist notion of history in which the particularity of the Quranic verses is rooted” and 
from “which their true meaning must be extracted” (by the reader) (Mahmood 2006, p. 
336) . Mahmood suggests that such a hermeneutical position is an attempt to “reveal the 
biases and prejudices that are a natural result of the Quran’s and the exegetes’ 
situatedness within the ideological apparatuses of their time” (339). According to her, 
these approaches are predicated on the notion of a “sovereign reading subject” that can 
“reconcile the claims of scripture against those of reason wherein reason is defined in 
accord with protocols of empiricist historiography” (339). This secular version of 
                                                
13 See Al-Sharmani (2011) for a detailed analysis of Islamic feminism and the variances in the positions 
within this category of feminism. 





Quranic hermeneutics, she further argues, putatively relocates the Quran in the realm 
defined by individuated autonomy, where meaning is determined through the subjective 
position of the reader rather than an authoritative voice (Mahmood 2006).14 What is 
important to note in Mahmood’s critique is her observation of how secular reasoning is 
made to appear as the “nadir of man’s attempt to grapple with the divine” and all those 
who disagree with this, are “in a false relation to this quest” (339). Barlas’s appeal to read 
the Quran for its historical situatedness, when submitted to Mahmood’s pointed critique 
reveals the secular biases that undergird the view of reading and critical engagement that 
Barlas endorses. Unfortunately, while Mahmood ably demonstrates the biases of ‘secular 
reason’ that undergird the privileging of such reading, the concept of historical 
situatedness is not sufficiently treated (except for a footnote) which forces one to wonder 
if the sensibility for the historical context and location in Quranic hermeneutics is only a 
secular one. As I show in chapter 2, Syed Abul Ala Maududi’s style of Quranic 
hermeneutics that is intended for a non-specialist reader, draws upon the idea of the 
classical exegetical principle of asbab ul-nuzul (context of revelation), which he recast in 
a register that makes historical and situational context necessary in determining the 
meaning of the Quranic word. As I show, Maududi’s appropriation of this concept has 
not placed his project of Quranic hermeneutics or the one that the subjects of this study 
engage in solely within the realm of secular reason. For Maudidi, the historical context is 
necessary to decipher the forms and structures of linguistic expression that shape 
meaning. However, his attention to historical situatedness does not render the meaning of 
                                                
14 Although Mahmood does not address in any detail what a non-secular reading of the Quran might look 
like, she does note in a footnote, that like “Biblical hermeneutics, traditional hermeneutics of the Quran 
also involves several levels of interpretation in which metaphorical, allegorical, and analogical forms of 
reasoning play a role.” (Mahmood 2006:340)  





the Quranic verse open-ended to endless subjective interpretation. Rather he views such a 
sensibility as a necessary condition to recover the ‘true’ meaning of the Quran from 
underneath the obfuscating layers of language. 
In a recent essay, entitled “Uncritical Reading”, Michael Warner, questioning the 
characterization of critical reading as necessarily a determining practice of the 
autonomous subject suggests that critical reading may not be ‘’the only way to suture 
textual practice with reflection, reason, and a normative discipline of subjectivity?” (6). 
He further states: 
If we begin to understand critical reading not simply as the coming-into-
reflexivity of reading, but as a very special set of form relationships, then 
it might be easier to recognize rival modes of reading and reflection on 
reading as something other than pretheoretically uncritical. (Warner 
2004:6) 
 
By opening up this line of questioning, Warner’s proposition not only allows for the 
interrogation of the notion of “critical reading” itself, but also for re-evaluating the 
assumptions about uncritical reading, namely that it is devoid of reflection or reasoning 
and proceeds purely through affective and emotive dimensions of human sensibility. If 
however, one was to assume that what is designated as a habit of uncritical reading is not 
inherently or entirely devoid of the ability to make reasoned judgments but that the 
subjective value of reason in arriving at truth is secondary to or in conjunction with other 
modes of apprehension such as the visceral and the affective, then the possibilities for 
conceptualizing the imperatives in which such (un)critical forms of readings may be 
grounded are substantially expanded.15 In a similar vein, Amy Hollywood poses a 
                                                
15 Ebrahim Moosa in his study of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali points to a conception of knowledge which is 
arrived at through a confluence of discursive reason and divine grace. See Moosa (2006). 





critique of reason as adequate grounds upon which to premise a reading of religious texts. 
Speaking as a student of religion, she states: 
As scholars, primarily within the secular academy, we are committed to at 
least some conception of reason. Yet because we purport to read, interpret, 
and explain religious texts and practices, we are ultimately forced to 
confront the limitations of reason as a source of critique. Is it possible to 
remain open to both critical impulses? Or do we need, at the very least 
provisionally, to allow other modes of apparently uncritical reading—
modes I’ll argue, are often, in fact, themselves critical, albeit in different 
ways—to challenge what we conceive critical reading to be? (Hollywood 
2004, p. 45)  
 
Hollywood’s critique of reason is based on her reading of the thirteenth century beguine 
Marguerite Porete’s book, The Mirror of Simple and Annihilated Souls and Those Who 
Remain Only in the Will and Desire of Love. As highlighted by Hollywood, Porete calls 
for love rather than reason as the primary modality for achieving an understanding of the 
divine, which she states for Porete’s time was considered heretical. Using this ‘inverted’ 
conceptualization of critical engagement, Hollywood in turn raises questions about 
reason as adequate grounds for achieving an understanding of “a text whose critical force 
rests on the abdication of reason” (57). Using Porete’s text and “love” as the impulse 
behind reading, Hollywood therefore suggests an alternative conception of critical 
reading in which the valence of the term critical is determined through its opposition to 
the normative condition of reflection (in Porete’s case, this would be reason). 
 Mahmood, Warner and Hollywood raise important questions with regard to 
assumptions about what it means to be ‘critical’ and the kind of politics that might be 
attached to the task of reading that is inspired by rationality and distance. Interrogating 
what is entailed in the task of critical reading makes us vigilant to our own sense (as 
academics) of distance and reason as the privileged grounds for our reading and 





engagement with texts and ‘others’. However, it is worth asking if reason is always 
necessarily in opposition to, or excludes other forms of reading and reflection? In other 
words, must critical reading only be constituted by a single impulse, either reason or as in 
the case of Porete, love? While appreciating the critical stance taken towards the 
hegemony of reason in conceptualizations of critical reflection, I envision reading in this 
inquiry not as constituted by an either or impulse but by both, or multiple, modes of 
appreciation and reflection. In analyzing women’s reading practices of the Quran I have 
strived to be vigilant about what constitutes a legitimate and desirable reading of the 
Quran for my informants, one that is based on the context in which the Quran is being 
read rather than a pre-conceived or transcendental notion of reading or critical reflection. 
Interpreting my informants’ accounts in this way reveals that what was important in 
making Quranic study attractive to women I worked with was the capacity it instilled in 
them to understand the text, an understanding achieved through a translation and 
interpretation of the Quran’s words. However, it was not the entire experience of reading 
as I illustrate in chapter 4. Women’s experiences of reading the Quran, as narrated by 
them, were also constituted by an ineffable feeling that was described through visceral 
registers of affect and heightened emotive states. In this respect, reading or critical 
engagement might be better understood as not falling either on the side of reason or its 
oppositional impulse (love, fear, desire etc.) but on a continuum in which reason leads the 
reader into the realm of experience that refuses to be articulated (and understood) solely 
through reason. One way of conceptualizing a  reading that brings together reason and 
affect might be to consider Georges Bataille’s assertion that “Inner experience is led by 
discursive reason” (1988:46). In such a statement, I read inner experience as a state or 





mode of being not easily apprehended through language but is described as a form of 
“non-knowledge” that is arrived at through reason (3). In this instance, the validity and 
authority of the experience is recognized not through language but the felt registers of the 
experience itself (Bataille 1988). Interpreting Bataille’s thinking, it may be suggested that 
(discursive) reason in this case appears to lead to a state that cannot be articulated though 
language but rather is expressed through and measured in the realm of the body’s 
response to this experience. Such an understanding of the connectedness of reason and 
affect opens up a conceptual space to analyze the experience of reading the Quran, that 
my informants narrate and that I outline in chapter 4. My inclusion of these narratives is 
not meant to privilege experience as the authentic realm of religion (Geertz 1971; James 
1985). Rather, I want to suggest that even though this style of Quranic study privileges 
understanding and comprehension of the Quran’s meaning, the experience of reading is 
not animated by critical distance and reason alone. Rather the sense of ineffability 
experienced during this form of reading also serves as the authenticator of this style of 
Quranic engagement.   
 
Reading Religious Texts 
Recent work on the place of Islamic texts in the life worlds of Muslim women in 
contemporary Egypt and Bangladesh sheds light on how educated Muslim women are 
engaging in deliberative practices in which they discuss religious texts, especially the 
Quran and hadith in order to embody what are seen as prescribed injunctions of the 
Quran. These ethnographic accounts, which explore the women’s mosque movement in 
Cairo (Mahmood 2005) and a women’s Quranic reading group affiliated with a political 
Islamist party in Bangladesh (Huq 2008; Huq 2009a; Huq 2009b) provide a rich and 





contrasting understanding of the manner in which women use commentaries of the 
Quran, hadith and fiqh (Islamic law)16 to develop the capacities for moral and ethical 
discernment through modes of engagement that involve discussing the texts, commenting 
on them, and at times disagreeing with their normative renderings, all with the aim of 
fashioning oneself as a pious Muslim. These studies illuminate how religious subjectivity 
and women’s agency to enact and perform their piety occurs through a complex 
negotiation of conforming to and opposing conventional understandings of the central 
tenets of these movements which are in turn derived from religious texts. While both 
studies contribute in important ways to an understanding of the processes of 
subjectivation that such forms of association and sociality foster, an aspect that remains 
relatively unexplored in these studies is the how secular institutions and the behaviors, 
competencies, and sensibilities cultivated within them mediate the practices of 
deliberation upon religious texts that are the object of their analysis. In other words, while 
these studies paint a textured portrait of these movements through a discussion of the 
style of discourse and cultivation of virtues within these sites, they do not problematize or 
analyze the underlying logics and competencies which make such forms of deliberation 
possible. I would argue that if we want to gain a better understanding of the processes 
internal to these movements through which the deliberating subject is produced, we must 
also examine how such forms of deliberations are enabled by the institutions, 
technologies and practices of pedagogy and leisure that lie ‘outside’ the mosque, study 
circles and Quran study institutes.  I do not mean to suggest here that there is no 
                                                
16 The connotation of law that is often attributed to fiqh should be applied with care here. The concept of 
fiqh that animates these texts refers to the ones that are geared towards everyday practices of worship. 
Often presented in condense and easy to read style and formats, these are for wider public consumption. 
See Mahmood (2006). 





recognition or discussion in these studies of the role of the state-endorsed secular 
institutions in creating the conditions for the growth and flourishing of these 
movements.17 Certainly, Mahmood’s analysis of the figure of the female dai’ya as partly 
a product of the secular institutions of learning is in effort to show the connectedness of 
the religious and secular in modern-day Egypt. However, her analysis is limited to 
describing in broad terms what these secular/religious imbrications are and does not 
address how the materialities of pedagogical and disciplinary practices of secular 
institutions shape the modalities and ‘senses’ through which religious texts are 
apprehended. In this respect, I believe, Charles Hirschkind’s study of cassette sermon 
audition in contemporary Cairo offers a particularly nuanced and careful examination of 
the way in which the human sensorium, described as the set of capacities through which 
we make sense of (mediate) our social reality is shaped by the mundane material 
practices of everyday life (Hirschkind 2006). 
Hirschkind’s analysis examines the manner in which the human auditory sense is 
a product of the sociocultural environment, shaped simultaneously by the discursive and 
the material elements of that context. Drawing upon Hirschkind’s analysis I suggest that 
the material practices of textual engagement learnt outside the Quranic study institutes by 
my informants shape the way in which religious texts are perceived and consumed. As 
such, these knowledge practices mediate and brace the understanding of the religious text 
that is cultivated within these sites. The fact that women bring existing competencies of 
                                                
17 In this regard Mahmood’s work appears to have dealt with this problem in more detail than Huq’s 
analysis which only briefly addresses the role of secular schools in the life-world of BICSa women but 
doesn’t unpack this observation in any detailed manner. While Huq goes on to discuss the ‘micro-
processes’ of the deliberation on religious texts, it remains largely to highlight the tensions of agreement 
and disagreement on concepts and ideas between those who participate in such Quranic readings (Huq 
2008; Mahmood 2005).   





reading, analysis, and writing, in other words, skills and material practices of literacy 
learnt through the secular systems of education to their engagement with religious texts 
are not merely objective and value-free set of conditions that enable one to apprehend 
texts in some self-evident fashion. The initiation into the logics and practices of literacy 
as defined through the needs of the secular state, particularly for women, has profound 
implications for the way in which these shape the mediation of and interpretation of 
religious knowledge and the discursive shifts through which reading is privileged over 
recitational modalities. An acknowledgment of the role that desires and sensibilities 
produced through secular institutions is not meant to suggest that this manner of reading 
the Quran is a ‘secularization’ or ‘objectification’ of religion that other scholars have 
argued and which I have discussed in other sections of this Introduction (Eickelman 
1989; Iqtidar 2011; Starrett 1998) . Rather the acknowledgement of the kind I call for is 
an attempt to take heed of recent important formulations on religion and secularism in the 
modern age in which the anthropologist, Talal Asad suggests a reconceptualization of the 
secular in terms of the behaviors and sensibilities that it nurtures. He states: 
The secular….is neither continuous with the religious that supposedly 
preceded it (that is, it is not the latest phase of a sacred origin) nor a 
simple break from it (that is, it is not the opposite, an essence that excludes 
the sacred). I take the secular to be a concept that brings together certain 
behaviors, knowledges, and sensibilities in modern life. To appreciate this 
is not to show that what appears to be necessary is really contingent….It is 
a matter of showing how contingencies related to changes in the grammar 
of concepts—that is how the changes in concepts articulate changes in 
practices (Asad 2003:25) 
The above formulation is a necessary reminder for us to think of the secular and 
secularism not only as an idea or political doctrine but also consider the ways in which it 
constitutes and produces the “behaviors, knowledges and sensibilities” (25) through 





which the subject comes to apprehend reality(Asad 2003).  Elsewhere, Asad reminds us 
that the very concept of religion with which we operate in its modern iteration, is the 
product of a particular history, one which is closely tied to the history of the rise of 
secular formations(Asad 1993). I suggest that in attempting to understand the processes 
and sites through which the modern Muslim subject is constituted, we not only look at the 
capacities of comportment, dispositions and virtues that are cultivated within the sites of 
religious and ritual practice but also pay attention to the desires, competencies and 
capacities that these subjects bring to their engagement with religious texts.  My assertion 
here should not be read as the all-pervasive power of the secular to determine what 
religion is or how it is practiced. Rather it might be better seen as a prism through which 
religious concepts and practices are refracted such that they take on a novel sheen, or a 
new “grammar” (Asad 2003). A small point to illustrate this would be the way in which 
the classical Islamic virtue of taqwa (awe) is rejuvenated through the study of religious 
texts among my informants. As I show in chapter 4, the concept itself is not alien to 
ordinary Muslims in contemporary Pakistan, or for that matter other parts of the world. 
However, there is a marked shift in the process and references through which such virtues 
are made intelligible to the reading subject. This is not to suggest that such a rendering 
makes the virtues more or less Islamic. Rather, it indicates that the process through which 
these concepts become discursively situated and delineated are dependent on a set of 
intersecting and perhaps competing nodes of mediation, that are articulated through a 
relationship of the “intermedium” (Mazzarella 2004) . In the case of taqwa, the practice 
of deliberation on the term has come to be coeval with the disciplinary regimes of the 
body through which this sensibility is cultivated. 






Practices of Reflection 
The manner in which I conceptualize textual engagement calls for a greater 
attention to situating the practice of reading in its historical and cultural context. 
Historians of reading (and writing) alert us to the recent nature of the form of the silent, 
contemplative reader which appears self-evident and perhaps trans-historical (Cavallo et 
al. 2003; Chartier 1994; Long 2003). Anthropologists augment our understanding of the 
historicity of the practice of reading (and appraisal) by highlighting its social and cultural 
dimension thus arguing that an analysis of reading must be undertaken not against a 
standard exemplified by the historical trajectories of literacy (and orality) in the West but 
its own internal logic and the dynamics that have shaped the varying relationships 
between the oral and written textual forms (Boyarin 1993; Fabian 1993; Feldman 1991; 
Messick 1997). In particular, the “hybrid” forms of reading of Islamic texts that Messick 
underscores is suggestive of the productive configurations of the different modes of 
textual appraisal that are a hallmark of the present moment in many parts of the Muslim 
world when the structures and institutions of mass education are widely established and 
the de facto sites for teaching literacy skills (1997). An important question that Messick 
poses in his consideration of the reading of a classical Islamic text in the modern moment 
is whether the synthesis of these different modes of reading produces a strategy for 
textual engagement that is altogether new? This question animates my consideration of 
women’s Quran reading practices as a way to think about how categorical binaries like 
religious/secular, reason/faith, critical/uncritical might be subverted, reconfigured or put 
in a new relationship with each other through such readings.  





As has been noted by scholars the transformation in structure and modes of 
authority in Islamic institutions in the last two centuries have often been the outcomes of 
the modern forms of government that were introduced under colonial rule (Eickelman 
1985; Messick 1996; Metcalf 1982; Zaman 2002). The increasing availability of mass 
education in the second half of the twentieth century is also recognized as having had a 
profound influence in shaping what constitutes modes of authority in Muslim societies 
(Eickelman 1992). In particular, Dale Eickelman notes the ‘objectification’ of religion as 
the effect of a particular consciousness that has been shaped in important ways by mass 
education. According to this author, the rise in literacy has engendered a view of Islam as 
an object that is based on a system of beliefs that can be manipulated and changed by 
“fundamentalist thinkers” to increase the viability of religion in the social and political 
arena (1992). While Quranic study among Pakistani women is to a large extent enabled 
and structured by the capacities instilled by mass education, primarily the ability to read 
and write in Urdu, I hesitate to reduce it to merely being the product of the 
‘objectification’ of religion. Certainly the consciousness about religion that women I 
worked with articulate is animated by an active conviction that Islam should be 
understood and practiced in certain ways rather than what they perceive is merely being 
passively mimicked. However, it is not just an object or a “system” that can or should be 
known, or in fact altered to suit one’s purpose (Eickelman 1992). On the contrary, for my 
informants, the primary and direct target for change through the acquisition of such 
knowledge is oneself and not the political or social structures in which the self is 
embedded.18  The women I encountered during my fieldwork at institutes of Quranic 
                                                
18 I don’t mean to suggest here that the self is seen as disconnected from the larger social world. Rather the 
relationship between self and community is a fairly complex one shaped at once by one’s ethical duty 





learning stressed that the embodiment of the Quran’s injunction could only be achieved 
through an understanding of the text. In this matrix of belief and practice, one’s 
interpretive agency is directed at deeper, more profound shifts that can bring about a 
transformation of both the visible and invisible aspects of one’s being. Mahmood’s study 
of the women’s mosque movement in Cairo, that I discussed earlier, highlights the 
embodied forms of practice that undergird contemporary religiosity among Cairene 
women (Mahmood 2005). In her study, Mahmood reveals the deliberate and self-
conscious manner in which the body is viewed as a means to develop desire in the pious 
subject. For women in Mahmood’s study, as she argues, the practices of piety and the 
embodiment of virtues are not considered an expression of the inner self but are seen to 
be the means through which piety is produced. As such, she states that the embodied 
practices of piety are integral to the production of a desire or interiority which is piously 
inclined. Mahmood’s argument is intended towards inverting the “interiority as a means 
to exteriority” subject position that, she asserts, dominates the conceptualization of the 
subject of feminist thought because it connotes the presence of will and autonomy in the 
feminist subject’s intentionalities.  Although I agree with Mahmood’s analysis, I believe 
her argument rests on a distinction she draws between practices of knowledge, such as 
reflection and deliberation on religious texts and embodied ritual practices such as prayer 
or veiling. And while such a distinction might be analytically useful to demonstrate the 
place of bodily practice in cultivating a particular subject position, it does not address the 
contribution of reading and reflection to the formation of subjectivity or to the embodied 
nature of the practices of deliberation like reading and writing. Women participants of 
                                                                                                                                            
towards God and humans. The kind of politics that emerges through this complex cannot be resolved 
through comparisons with the duties of citizenship or tribe or a renunciation of the world. 





Quranic study in urban Pakistan also emphasize ritual practice as integral to the 
expression and cultivation of one’s religiosity as well a duty incumbent upon them. 
However the act of reading and deliberation upon the meaning of the Quran in these sites 
is not considered in a realm separate from that of embodied practice. Rather, the 
deliberative practices of reflection and contemplation upon the Quran’s meaning are 
considered necessary to cultivate the virtues of piety and are discursively reworked as a 
form of ritual worship.  
While the previous sections have been devoted to thinking about the ways in 
which reading, deliberation and reflection are pursued through a complex constituted by 
the cognitive, emotive and affective dimensions of the self, it would also be pertinent to 
consider the intentionalities that are cultivated through reading. The excerpt from the 
lecture quoted in the opening vignette of this Introduction conveys how women in the 
institutes I worked in are urged to read the Quran in a manner devoted to cultivating a 
self-consciousness of one-self as a reading subject.  This representation of reading 
highlights the kinds of ends to which it is oriented, and the kind of reading subject that is 
imagined in the process. Following Messick (1997), the muddying of conceptual clarities 
often associated with the terms religious and secular, reflexive and devotional, critical 
and uncritical readings is, I would suggest, one way of thinking about reading as a 
‘hybrid’ form, which resists categorization based solely on a particularistic view of 










Materialities of Reading 
The introduction of ‘alphabetic writing’, as noted by Roger Chartier, was 
considered by eighteenth century European philosophers to be the beginning of an era 
which gave people greater access to knowledge and the impetus for breaking the control 
of the “priests” over knowledge and ultimately “truth” (1995:8). According to this author, 
in such a view literacy and orality are distinct modes of textual transmission which afford 
the ability to read and write with a particular potentiality, in this case, with the 
advancement of science. A mapping of orality and literacy onto an evolutionary schema 
is also evident in the work of anthropologists and literary historians who view the move 
from orality to literacy as a sign of advancement or ‘progress’ (Goody 1975; Ong 1982). 
In particular, this body of work argues that writing enabled a shift in human 
consciousness that also allowed for the move from primitive to more complex (advanced) 
societies. For instance, Goody and Watt suggest that in the oral transmission of 
knowledge, a hallmark of preliterate societies, knowledge is rooted in concrete 
observations of language rather than as abstract, historically cumulative references (29). 
As such, by linking writing with the ability to abstract and create distance, it argues for 
the absence of analytic and reflective thought and interpretation in ‘oral cultures’. Other 
scholars challenge such assumptions to argue that not only is orality is not devoid of 
reflection but that the presence of different oral genres, other than everyday conversation, 
suggests that orality is generally more complex than is assumed (Feldman 1991). 
Although I agree with the latter argument that lends greater reflective capacities to oral 
forms of speech, it also rests on a categorical separation between oral and written speech. 
While it may be true that oral and literate knowledge and speech forms employ unique 





configurations of senses and modes of perception, the classification (and analysis) of 
societies, cultures, and knowledge systems in terms of their capacity for orality or literacy 
does not accommodate the co-existence of oral and written forms of speech within a 
single ‘cultural system’. Such an absolute separation has been challenged by scholars 
writing on texts and cultures who emphasize and illustrate a more complex and fluid 
relationship between the two forms (Bakhtin 1986; Fabian 1993; Messick 1997; Messick 
1996). Such a blurring of distinctions is particularly well-suited to considering women’s 
religious learning in present day Pakistan which does not pre-suppose a move from one 
state to another or is characterized by a single category, oral or literate. More important it 
allows for the consideration of oral and written forms of textual transmission in 
conjunction with each other. An example might illustrate this point more clearly. As I 
mentioned before, an advanced level of literacy is expected of participants who enroll in 
these sites of learning, primarily because the program of study requires being able to read 
and record what is heard and discussed. And although there is a privileging of the written 
word and processes of reflection and interpretation, this has not meant that forms of 
transmission and knowledge which rely on sound, memorization and recitation are 
displaced or substituted. As I discuss in chapter 4, the attention given to correct recitation 
that is the vocalization of the letters and words of the Quran, ostensibly regarded an oral 
form, is even more pronounced in these sites of learning than those where young boys 
and girls are tutored in Quranic recitation. Although the dissertation does not seek to 
study the processes of memorization in detail, the introduction of reading and writing in 
the realm of Quranic study has not erased the practice of memorization, which is 
considered a hallmark of classical Islamic textual transmission (Berkey 1992; Eickelman 





1978; Messick 1996). The committing of Quranic verses to memory and their invocation 
at the appropriate moment is considered a virtue, both generally and among women who 
study the Quran. What has shifted in recent decades in Pakistan however is the register 
through which the appreciation for such virtues, and hence, the practice of memorization, 
is expressed. Whereas invoking an appropriate verse for a particular event is not a new 
practice in itself, being able to understand what one recites by memory or visual reminder 
and being able to explain its significance and meaning to others are a defining 
characteristic of this modality of Quranic knowledge.19 Memory also plays a crucial and 
central role in the pedagogy of this type of Quranic study. Women who engage in such 
learning are not expected to memorize the Quranic verse but are required to memorize its 
translation (in Urdu), as rendered by the teacher. This repositioning of memorization as a 
supplement to reading and writing subverts the absolute separation between literate and 
oral forms of knowledge production and transmission.  
 
Gendered Literacies 
 In his nineteenth century tract Behishti Zevar (Heavenly Ornaments), the North 
Indian Muslim scholar Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi underscored the potential of and need 
for literacy to improve the social conditions of Muslim women. Of course Thanvi was not 
alone in this regard. Muslim reformers in South Asia and in other parts of the Muslim 
world held women’s education, particularly reading and writing, as a panacea for 
uplifting women’s social conditions which were considered particularly deplorable both 
                                                
19 Short verses of the Quran are often invoked as a form of blessing or to express gratitude. For e.g. before 
beginning a meal, saying b-ismi-llāhi r-raḥmāni r-raḥīm (in the name of God, most Gracious, most 
Compassionate) is customary as is the saying Inna lillahi wa inna ilayhi raji'un (surely we belong to God 
and to Him shall we return 2:156) on hearing of the passing of someone. 





by the colonial state and nationalist thinkers of that era.20 Literacy, particularly the ability 
to read and write, was seen as potentially empowering in that it endowed women with not 
only the functional skills of literacy for communication and recording but also with 
qualities of judgment and reason, qualities that could potentially help excise the 
unwanted customs from everyday religious practice (Thanvi 2002 (Thanvi 2002).21 
Women’s literacy and education in that era, however, was highly circumscribed by ideal 
notions of domesticity and norms of propriety as deemed appropriate by religious 
standards. While the thrust of reformist writing for women was directed towards 
advocating education for women, it was simultaneously aimed at shaping and cultivating 
their roles as homemakers, mothers and wives. These efforts, as transformative as they 
were, were targeted at a particular class of Muslim women, what has been described as 
the shurafa (sing: sharif) class of North Indian Muslims (Ali 2004; Jalal 1991). Muslim 
women, however, were not alone in being the targets of nationalist reform. As pointed 
out by Partha Chatterjee, anti-colonial nationalist discourse created distinct material and 
spiritual domains in which the domestic space was part of the spiritual domain in which 
no outside (colonial) interference was tolerated (Chatterjee 1993). It may then be argued 
that women’s reform, at least in its early period, took on its particular tone and tenor in 
keeping with the idealized visions of religious norms.    
Despite the close relationship between religion and education in Muslim women’s 
reform in colonial North India, mass education in the post-colonial period has been 
                                                
20 For a more detailed study of the Muslim reformers of the nineteenth and twentieth century India see in 
particular see Minault (1998). For women’s reform in Bengali nationalist thought see Chatterjee (1993). 
 
21 This sentiment is not limited to Thanvi but appears in the writings of Nazir Ahmed who is known for his 
novel Mirat-ul-Aroos (the Bride’s Mirror) as well as Rashidul Khairi who started the women’s Urdu 
magazine Ismat in the early twentieth century. 





driven by the secular demands of the state. Even though female literacy rate lags behind 
the literacy for males and schools are generally segregated, there is a standard curriculum 
for both boys and girls. In other words, mass education has not necessarily made the 
distinctions in educational curricula based on gender that is obvious in the efforts of early 
Muslim reformers. As such, women who participate in Quranic study have been 
socialized in the skills and habits of reading and writing in a system that is organized 
largely by the secular demands of nation-state.  
Even though different periods of Pakistani history have witnessed an 
experimentation with and enactment of Islamic law (sharia) by the state, especially as it 
relates to controlling morality and gender relations, and the Islamization of the social 
studies curriculum (Ahmad 2004), religious and moral instruction for women (and men) 
has been a private affair, one that is undertaken within the home. And until recently, 
literacy skills acquired in the school did not necessarily transfer into the realm of Quranic 
instruction. Women’s religious learning that I explore in contemporary Pakistan has not 
dismantled this realm of informal instruction—most children in urban areas continue to 
learn the Quran at home or in private settings.22 
Although a detailed social history of Muslim women’s literacy and reading habits 
in colonial North India and post-colonial Pakistan remains to be undertaken, it would not 
be erroneous to say that the spread of literacy among women has generated a whole new 
constituency of reader-consumers which is indicated by the burgeoning of particular 
                                                
22 Religious instruction is determined by a number of factors, of which class is only one. While some of the 
women I worked with sent their children to secular schools during the day and they were instructed by 
maulvis privately in the afternoons, others preferred to enroll them in a new type of school that combined 
religious and secular learning. In a working class neighborhood I visited, a young woman, the daughter of a 
maulvi, ran a Quran school in her home where children would come in the afternoons after school to study 
the Quran with her. 





literary genres for women. As Kamran Asdar Ali points out, the advocacy of women’s 
education by nationalist reformers combined with mass education that was available to a 
larger constituency of women in the post-colonial period and the availability of mass 
printed reading materials has generated and produced a diversity of reading publics even 
among urban women in post-colonial Pakistan (2004). While an earlier period of printed 
materials for women included a style of writing that was instructional and didactic, by the 
sixties and seventies magazine and ‘digest’ publications for women addressing all 
manner of topics had been on the rise to meet the growing body of the middle-class urban 
female readers (Ali 2004).What is important to note in Ali’s account of this particular 
genre of writing is the expansion and multiplicity of female readership that was 
beginning to emerge since the 1960s onwards. This attests to the growing influence of 
practices of literacy and education that had taken root in the new nation within a couple 
of decades of its creation. While class differences certainly play a role in shaping 
preferences of literary genre and language among readers, reading as a social practice is 
shaped in the secular spaces of schooling and leisure. Although this is a general and 
perhaps truncated view of women’s general reading practices, what I believe is necessary 
to point out is that the ability to reflect upon and read, regardless of class, is undertaken 
in arenas which do not necessarily bear any direct relationship to religious instruction. 
This is not to suggest that habits of reading that are cultivated in these sites do not 
involve an affective and emotional investment in reading or that reading is purely a 
cognitive and rational undertaking. Rather, my point is to stress that the engagement with 
the Quran in which the interpretive modality in everyday worship rituals is privileged 
instead of a recitational one is a recent phenomenon in urban Pakistan generated by the 





sites of women’s religious study in which I worked. While ordinary people read and rely 
on Quran translations and commentaries even outside of these programs of study, I would 
argue that the manner in which this is undertaken does not alter the primacy of the 
recitational modality through which the Quran is apprehended in the first instance. This 
dissertation makes a distinction between these two types of textual practices by arguing 
that women who study the Quran in these study centers consider their engagement and 
understanding of the Quran as more direct and unmediated, where the performance of 
recitation is resignified through the register of comprehension. In other words, 
performing recitation correctly is seen as part of preserving and illuminating the Quran’s 
‘true’ meaning. 
Apart from the individual goal of understanding the text which is inspired by 
reading the Quran in this manner, the social aspect of reading is also significant in these 
sites. Reading the Quran is not a solitary act, but a social one as I pointed out earlier. As 
such, women forge relationships with other women which are shaped and determined by 
their engagement with the Quran. As such, sites like these have enabled forms of 
association and sociality that are inspired by a collective observance of Islamic 
injunctions.  The “textual communities” (Stock 1983) that such sites have given form to 
are suggestive of the role of gender and class in shaping the shifts in the moral and ethical 
behaviors that circumscribe the expression of religiosity in Pakistan today.  
 
A Note on Fieldwork 
This dissertation is based on materials I collected during twenty-one months of 
fieldwork in Karachi, Pakistan. The majority of my efforts were dedicated towards 
collecting materials in Urdu from three main Quran study centers in Karachi and 





participating in their daily programs of study and the programs that are tied to special 
times of the year, such as the Islamic month of Ramazan. My participation in the daily 
program of study over a period of several months was crucial to developing a sense of the 
rhythm and texture of a typical day in these study centers and to observe how religious 
instruction is undertaken in these sites of learning. It also allowed me to observe the 
pedagogical approaches that are used to teach the Quran such as the primary language 
(Urdu) that is used to explicate the Quranic Arabic, emphasis on group work, role of 
memorization, testing and exams and the importance attached to reading and writing as 
intellectual activities that were integral to learning.  
Over the course of my fieldwork in Karachi, I interviewed over fifty women (and 
men) from whom I solicited views about the phenomenon I was studying. These 
interviews were always open-ended and allowed me to narrow down a smaller pool of 
approximately eleven women whose opinions, accounts and experiences of their religious 
practice and belief provide the substrate for this dissertation. The majority of these 
women were teachers and students at the Quran study centers; however the rest were 
located outside these institutes and often provided counter-opinions to accounts offered 
by women participants of Quranic study. I conducted in-depth, open-ended interviews 
with each of these women several times over the course of my fieldwork. I also followed 
three women students of the Quran study institutes whose progress I tracked from the 
beginning of their enrollment to the completion of the course. Several times I was invited 
to meet a number of my informants in a group rather than individually. The casual 
dynamics of these groups often provided valuable insights as women would feel 
comfortable about sharing both the specifics about studying the Quran but also speak of 





the mundane and everyday aspects of their lives such as cooking, children and clothes. 
All my interactions with the women I spoke to were in Urdu including the casual 
conversations and in-depth open-ended interviews. 
 In addition to first person accounts, I also collected audio and written records of 
the tafsir lessons in Urdu that are given by the main teachers in these sites of Quranic 
study. These provide a micro-view of the manner in which Abul Ala Maududi’s meta 
Quranic narrative is reworked by each of the teachers in their respective spheres, 
particularly by the women teachers who extrapolate from these to customize them for 
their students. Equally important, I collected materials in Urdu including recordings of 
lectures and handouts which prescribed modalities for an engagement with the Quran. In 
addition to the above materials, I collected the texts that are taught in these sites ranging 
from new printed ‘work-book’ formats of the Quran, to hadith compilations (Arabic with  
Urdu translation) and booklets on worship (ibadat) that are used in instruction on the 
Quran and ritual practice. The Quran work-books which I describe in chapter 5 are a 
particular printed format of the Quran that has emerged to facilitate this style of Quranic 
study. In order to understand how it was used in these sites, I collected images of multiple 
pages of the work-books on which women had inscribed the translation and explanation 
of the corresponding verses given to them during the lectures.  
In addition to the above, I collected and interpreted newspapers articles, op-ed 
pieces and reports from both English and Urdu newspapers and magazines which relate 
to the larger question of Islamic education in Pakistan. While I have not used these 
extensively in the dissertation as source material, they have been very important in 
highlighting how the opposition to such forms of Quranic learning is not divided neatly 





along class and status lines, which in Pakistan is often indexed through the medium of 
instruction. Rather, those who support and oppose this form of Quranic engagement 
belong to a range of class and educational backgrounds. 
 
 
Overview of Chapters 
The dissertation is composed of five chapters. The first two chapters are based on 
archival and textual sources whereas the remaining three chapters are based on 
ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Karachi. The first chapter of this dissertation 
provides a sketch of the education and religious learning that was imparted to Muslim 
sharif women in an earlier period of the Islamic Revival in South Asia. A time when the 
call for women’s education had received much attention, texts such as Maulana Ashraf 
Ali Thanvi’s Behishti Zevar and biographical accounts of “exemplary” women offer us a 
glimpse into the discursive contourse of the debate on women’s reform and education and 
the practices within the domestic space. Since women’s education was conducted in the 
domestic space, it gives us a sense of what constituted religious learning for women in 
this earlier period and in some ways how dramatically different the place, constitution 
and role of education is in the current South Asian mileu. Chapter 1 is also an attempt to 
sketch out the significance of ritual worship like prayer, Quranic recitation and 
supplication as represented through the life-story of Syeda Khairunnissa, the mother of 
Maulana Abul Hasan Ali Nadvi, a leading Muslim scholar belonging to the Nadwat-ul-
Ulama seminary in South Asia. While one must be critically aware of Nadvi’s privileging 
and endorsement of piety and propriety as desired qualities in a ‘Muslim woman’, 
excerpts of Khairunnissa’s writing quoted in her life-story also offers us an insight into 





what importance such religious ritual practices had for women in a North Indian sharif 
household in the early part of the twentieth century.23 More important, it offers us 
insights into the manner in which education, including religious instruction for young 
girls, was the role of the domestic sphere. Chapter 1 also provides an account of women’s 
practices of reading and writing in that early period of reform. As such, it offers an 
insight into the relationship between texts, worship and gender in the first half of the 
twentieth century in Muslim north India.  My goal in this chapter is to provide a 
preliminary examination of what women’s relationship was to texts, education and 
reading at the beginning of the twentieth century, as educational reform for women was 
gaining traction and the role that Islam played in circumscribing this relationship. It 
provides the necessary foil against which to consider what the antecedents of 
contemporary practices of individual worship were for women, as idealized as they are in 
Khairunnissa’s account and their relationship to the social and educational reform that 
has provided the conditions for contemporary practices of literacy.  
Whereas Chapter 1 attempts to bring together issues of gender and social reform 
in colonial North India, Chapter 2 directs the attention to the shift in the tradition of 
Quranic interpretation that was taking place in the first half of the twentieth century in 
South Asia. Syed Abul Ala Maududi’s Quranic commentary, Tafhimul Quran is one of 
the most widely read Urdu translation and exegesis of the Quran in South Asia. More 
important, Maududi like other modern Islamist intellectuals undertook to write this multi-
volume commentary so as to provide an educated ‘ordinary’ reader, with an easily 
                                                
23 The term sharif is a difficult one to translate in a single word for though it means respectable in the most 
basic sense, it has also been used to describe a class of educated Muslims in North India in the nineteenth 
century. One could argue that these were the cultural elite amongst Muslims but they also represented a 
class which had emerged out of a self-consciousness which was in opposition to the decadence and 
ostentatiousness of the Muslim feudal nobility of the preceding century.   





accessible narrative of the Quran’s meaning. To understand the popularization of the 
genre of tafsir (exegesis) among women, I analyze the kinds of stylistic and linguistic 
devices Maududi introduced to the genre of tafsir writing in an effort to render it more 
accessible to the reading public. It can also be argued that the figure of the ‘ordinary 
reader’ that Maududi envisioned was in fact constituted by this very conceptualization. 
The analysis of Maududi’s understanding of what a reading and interpretation of the 
Quran entails that I include in this chapter highlights how this modern exegetical form of 
tafsir ties to the current practice of interpretation in the Quran study centers in which I 
conducted my fieldwork. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 are based on the ethnographic fieldwork I 
conducted in Karachi among various Quran study institutes in Karachi over a period of 
two and a half years. Chapter 3 examines how the genre of tafsir (exegesis) is the primary 
discursive site through which a reading of the Quran (for its comprehension) is 
undertaken. This chapter explores two dimensions of reading in this site. The first aims to 
reveal how reading the Quran in order to understand it is established as an ethical 
demand. The second dimension of reading examines the use of tafsir in the pedagogy of 
self-transformation and the manner in which this exegetical genre is reworked to become 
a pedagogical one.   
The discourse of understanding and comprehension that has come to shape the 
contemporary practices of Quranic study have also reconfigured the conventions and 
practices of Quranic worship in daily life without necessarily erasing them. Chapter 4 
explores these shifts by examining how the importance of the correct recitation of the 
Quran is understood through the register of comprehension. In this particular modality of 
Quranic engagement correct performance through vocalization of the text is seen to not 





only preserve the true meaning of the Quran, but also for the reader to understand that 
meaning thus giving shape to a practice of recitational-reading. 
The final chapter in this dissertation explores the use of writing in cultivating an 
understanding of the Quran. While the larger focus of this dissertation has been on 
reading, chapter 5 explores how writing is a supplement to reading in the project of 
Quranic study that women undertake. The use of writing in these sites is viewed both as a 
necessary skill for recording the meaning of the Quran as well as a mode through which 
individual reflection upon the meaning of the Quran can be undertaken. In other words, it 
examines how writing is a site of cultivating self-discipline and reflection. To further 
understand how writing modalities are incorporated as processes for reflecting upon the 
Quran’s meaning, I examine the innovations in the material forms of the Quran which 
enable the integration of writing by hand into a practice of textual engagement which 
formerly relied on the sound and oral qualities of the text. To understand how material 
practices and objects shape and organize processes of reflection, I examine the use of 
text-artifacts like the Quranic workbook which have been innovated to further religious 
knowledge. I explore the way in which such workbooks organize the labor of the hand to 
produce a translation and interpretation of the Quran that promises to make the Quran 





















In the opening lines of Zikr-e-Khair, the ‘life story’ of Syeda Khairunnissa, her 
son Maulana Syed Abul Hasan Ali Nadvi, himself a scholar of repute and one of the 
authors of the text, introduces Khairunnissa as a model for emulation by Muslim women 
and girls of that era.1 A symbol of a God-fearing and God loving woman, she represents 
the ideal of womanhood, and is a true monument to the past glory of Islam, according to 
Nadvi. Thus begins a litany of praises exalting Khairunnissa as that model of piety and 
obedience, molded in the image of those great women of Islamic history whose lives 
have been chronicled before her.  That this tract is to serve as a pedagogical tool for 
young women and girls is articulated in his introduction (preface).  Drawing upon a long 
tradition of the ‘pedagogical potential’ of life stories, the author articulates his hope and 
objective that the readers would not only treat the written memory with care but that its 
reading would produce righteous feelings and dispositions in the reader (Metcalf 2004). 
Further, that it would serve as an educational tool for its young female readers. 
Khairunnissa’s life story, which focuses on drawing out the ideals of an exemplary life, 
constitutes her being in a ‘timeless pattern’ for others to emulate, producing what Metcalf 
has stated as finding significance in similarity rather than difference (Metcalf 1995).  
Thus rather than searching for ‘individuality’ in Khairunnissa’s being, her life account is 
about similarities with other exemplary figures (Metcalf 2004). 
                                                
1I use the term ‘life story’ primarily to talk about the text Zikr-e-Khair rather than life history, 
autobiography, biography, or hagiography or another such genre because the literary conventions it follows 
are not entirely restricted to one specific genre. In a recent volume on life histories in India, the contributors 
have pointed out to the ways in which forms of life story telling are both culturally and historically specific 
and follow literary traditions which do not necessarily parallel the writings of Western (auto)biographical 
forms. Zikr-e-Khair not only has multiple authors, the narrative is constructed by intertwining the voices of 
the authors (at times the author speaks in the voice of Khairunnissa), interspersed with Khairunnissa’s own 
voice.  While the overall organization is chronological (birth to death), the narrative doesn’t always observe 
this classic chronology either, moving between time in a non-linear fashion to draw out specific dimensions 




Zikr-e-Khair, written in Urdu and published in 1974 is a complex document, 
layered to record and chronicle not only the life and writings of Khairunnissa but to serve 
as a guiding text for its intended readership.2 Khairunnissa’s life story, begins with her 
birth in the late nineteenth century, charts her early life and education, her marriage and 
widowhood, her later life and finally her death. It weaves together the details and 
minutiae of her life and everyday practices with her devotional writings, such that her life 
is represented as solely dedicated to prayer and supplication, interspersed frequently by 
moments of poetic bliss and epiphanies which move her closer to the realm of the divine.  
Above all, what is made available in the text is an account of her devotion to God 
expressed through her verse in praise of God, her observance of a life of asceticism that 
was free of material desire, and of her embodiment of a moral vision which was and 
remains highly valued in the Muslim cultural imagination.  The purpose of her poetic 
composition remains singularly focused on mirroring her devotion and praise to God, 
expressed by her submission and recognition of God’s sovereign qualities as the 
definitive, unequalled and final authority. Her prose is dedicated to describing her 
experience of worship.  
Zikr-e-Khair venerates Khairunnissa in the style reminiscent of the genre of 
hagiographical texts. However, it does not base its exaltation of her on powers of the 
miraculous as was common to hagiographies of saints (Green, 2005). Rather it is an 
exaltation based on the power of virtue, piety and Khairunnissa’s representation as a 
moral being. It is a story of proper behaviors, of model instruction and of the efficacy and 
pre-eminence of prayer and dua (supplication). Its force, I argue, lies in what Marilyn 
                                                
2 All translations of Zikr-e-Khair produced in this paper are mine. To my knowledge, no English translation 




Booth describes as a discourse of exemplarity, a discourse that would allow for 
Khairunnissa’s being to be potentially emulated and reproduced, through reading the text 
itself (Booth 2001).  The emphasis placed on demonstrating and describing at times in 
Khairunnissa’s own words her devotional acts and practices, are the formula, if you will, 
for repeatability. But undergirding these actions is a moral vision which draws upon 
traditions of what constituted as permissible or not by the founding texts of the Quran and 
hadith.  
A central feature of the text, and one of the themes on which we find 
Khairunnissa’s own articulations is dua (supplication).3 Broadly understood to be a part 
of the larger ritual of Muslim prayer, dua is (usually) the culmination or coda of the 
prayer ritual where the one praying, the suppliant, expresses her request to God in a form 
that unlike the earlier parts of the prayer ritual, may be vocalized through a language 
other than Arabic and is not necessarily a prescribed verse (Parkin 2000).4 Similarly, 
while no conditions are set upon the obligatory times for supplication, its efficacy is said 
to be enhanced when it follows the obligatory namaz (prayer), particularly the fajr (dawn) 
prayers.   
Dua’s significance has been defined in textual sources since an early period of 
Islamic history. Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali, the eleventh century Muslim scholar quoting a 
hadith (the reported deeds and actions of the Prophet), describes supplication as ‘the 
                                                
3 I have used the term dua and supplication interchangeably throughout the text. Namaz, the word for the 
obligatory part of the prayer has been translated as such.  
 
4 In Urdu, the term dua refers to requesting, asking, supplicating to God and is at times translated as prayer.  
While prayer is not an incorrect translation, prayer is also used for namaz (Arabic: salat), which does not 
allow for an adequate distinction to be made between the two forms of prayer.  Unlike namaz, which has 
specific Quranic verses assigned to it in its performance, dua may or may not draw upon Quranic verses or 
even hadith. It can be uttered in any language and any time (although there are many auspicious moments 




marrow of worship’. The significance of supplication, outlined in Book IX, Kitab al-
adhkar wa’l daawat (Book of Invocations and Supplications) of al-Ghazali’s Ihya Ulum 
al-Din (Revival of Religious Sciences), lays out in careful detail not only the merits of 
supplication, but also the states and conditions under which its efficacy would be 
increased. Thus according to al-Ghazali, the petition to God does not only involve the 
articulation of the request but requires the correct bodily comportment (prostration or the 
lifting of arms up high) and emotional dispositions (humility, submissiveness, longing 
and fear) for its correct performance. More important is the constant remembrance of 
God which dua produces (Nakamura 1990).  Maulana Muhammad Ashraf Ali Thanvi 
(1864-1943), the renowned Deobandi scholar of South Asia expresses a similar position 
on the efficacy and importance of dua (Metcalf 1982). In Hayat-ul-Muslimeen (How to 
Live as a Muslim), he states: 
For example, when you are in need of something, whether it is material or 
spiritual (of the faith), whether it involves your personal effort or whether 
it is beyond your effort and control, ask everything from God but 
remember it should not be something sinful.  
 
Thanvi then lists as examples all those things which fall within the domain of dua (which 
is an expansive list), and concludes his commentary by echoing al-Ghazali’s sentiment on 
the correct ways in which one should supplicate.5 On which he suggests that one should 
not merely mouth some memorized words at the end of prayer (namaz), rather it requires 
that one give one’s petition as one would in a royal court, by adopting the demeanor of 
humility and subservience to register God’s greatness.  He also cautions the reader to not 
be disheartened if the wish is not granted for just the act of supplication, draws God’s 
attention towards the suppliant and provides the opportunity for God’s blessing. In turn, it 
                                                
5 Barbara Metcalf in her study of the Deoband madrassa notes the influence of Al-Ghazali on Ashraf Ali 




is God’s blessing which strengthens the individual to face moments of hardship and 
turmoil (Thanvi 1953). 
For Khairunnissa, dua formed an integral part of her prayer ritual and the 
moments in which she was able to claim her devotion and submission to God.  The 
passages which allow the reader to glimpse into the physical and emotional states 
described in the subject’s own words, I suggest, are central to conveying the qualities of 
her devotion as well as how this devotion is translated into an ethical and moral vision for 
leading a life that is represented as exemplary. 
 
Muslim Women’s Reform 
 One of the most well known texts dedicated to women’s reform in South Asia at 
the turn of the century is Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi’s Behishti Zevar, which remains in 
circulation even today.6  First published around 1905, the aim of Thanvi’s text was to 
guide women (and men) through the maze of what constituted correct belief and practice 
such that each reader would come to recognize what was permitted by the shariat 
(Islamic law) and that which was merely an expression of custom or bida.7 The latter, 
according to Thanvi, was the cause of corruption of the domestic space and which if not 
attended to, could lead to the corruption and destruction of the Muslim social space as 
well. Thanvi’s conflation of custom with the domestic sphere is of course, not unique. 
The context within which this text was authored was prevalent with the calls and action 
for reform, particularly within the sphere of religion, a category which was central in 
                                                
6 This is also part of the Dars-i-Nizami madrassa curriculum for girls that has been discussed in the 
Introduction and chapter 3. 
 
7 I use the Urdu term shariat (Urdu) rather than shar’ia (Arabic) here to remain closer to the texts I have 
used. Shariat is also more colloquial than shar’ia where the former connotes the edicts which govern the 




deciding the communal fault lines along and through which the colonial state governed 
its populations.  Women in such a context, as Partha Chatterjee has argued, became 
signifiers of identity of the ‘inner sphere’, the sphere of domesticity, where new 
meanings and importance were being attributed to the spheres of ‘culture’, ‘tradition’ and 
‘religion’ (Chatterjee 1993). Reform was imagined for Muslim communities by its 
reformers in a similar way in which women were identified both as a problem and the 
solution. Thus, as Barbara Metcalf points out in her commentary on Behishti Zevar, the 
“custom-laden private world of women” was being targeted for reform through the 
impartment of correct and ‘true’ knowledge which would give women (and men) the 
moral basis on which to fashion themselves as proper Muslims (Thanvi and Metcalf 
1990:8). Thanvi, disheartened by what he saw as prevalence of ignorance among women, 
in his opening lines of the Behishti Zevar likens it to a disease that was slowly but surely 
destroying Muslim domestic and social space (Thanvi 2002). The use of simple language 
to present correct knowledge of shariat (Arabic: shari’a) and ritual practice were viewed 
as the means to combat the ignorance that was attributed to the privileging of custom.  
The articulation of correct practice and conforming one’s life to the edicts of the shariat 
was coupled with notions of simplicity, thrift and humility as the guiding principles for 
one’s life. In addition to performing ritual practices in the correct and proper fashion, 
these virtues were to be cultivated through new domestic practices of child rearing, health 
and hygiene, nutrition and cleanliness.  
 In many respects, the debates on women’s reform articulated under conditions of 
colonial rule, in which Thanvi’s was one of several positions, are the discursive context 




accounts, rights and secular education were powerful tropes through which women’s 
lives were narrated, Khairunnissa’s life-story is exemplified through the trope of piety 
and its embodied virtues. Debates about the embodiment and practice of piety are not 
new to Islamic tradition. In analyzing contemporary reading practices of the Quran 
among women in Pakistan, which are also part of the discourse of becoming pious and 
God-fearing through the cultivation of Quranic knowledge, Khairunnissa’s life-story 
offers a contrasting glimpse of how piety was embodied in an earlier moment in South 
Asia. The manner in which Khairunnissa’s life is made exemplary by the author, coupled 
with the insights we can glean from her own expressions of devotion included in her life 
story, offer us an account in which a particular (and gendered) model for devotion to God 
was articulated and practiced. Such an account, I believe, is necessary in providing an 
understanding of how contemporary forms of religious devotion and piety as practiced by 
the subjects of this study have evolved out of a particular historical moment. Although 
one’s relationship to God is central to both models of pious devotion, the sensibilities, 
capacities and practices that are considered fundamental to shaping one’s relationship to 
the divine are markedly different. While the notion of being close to God is one that 
animates both models of piety, the particular literary and devotional practices through 
which these are pursued are driven by discourses and capacities that are particular to that 
historical moment.  
 
Family and Genealogy 
Syeda Khairunnissa was born in 1878 to Syed Shah Ziaul Nabi and his wife (not 
named). Her biographer and son, Syed Maulana Abul Hasan Nadvi describes 




for being part of a respected and venerated genealogy of pious men and women, and was 
inundated with an ethos of religiosity celebrating its devotion and commitment to the 
observance of Islam (Nadvi 1977:3).   
Maulana Syed Abul Hasan Ali Nadvi’s introduction of his mother Syeda 
Khairunnissa is preceded by a ‘description’ of her household and family, namely her 
father, Syed Shah Ziaul Nabi. A seventh generation descendant of Hazrat Shah Illmullah 
Rehmatullah, a renowned scholar (aalim) of North India in the eleventh century, Nabi is 
described as a particularly devout man whose fame rested on his legendary capacities and 
stamina for prolonged periods of prayer. Nabi is described for his devoutness and 
commitment to the spiritual and religious word in almost mythic terms. For example 
Nadvi describes his ability to remain in the state for hours on end in super human terms. 
As Nadvi states: 
Whoever saw him felt God had made him for himself and for life hereafter 
(akhrat). His name was exemplary amongst family and friends. Once he 
had uttered his intention (niyat) to pray, he would lose all awareness of the 
world and all that is in it (Nadvi 1977:3) 
 
Despite suffering from palsy in his later years, his commitment to praying remained 
unshakeable remarks Nadvi. “Once he took his position in the row (saf) to pray and the 
imam uttered the takbir (opening lines of the prayer), it would seem a pillar had been 
planted, so immoveable was his physical self”.8 At other times, he would remain standing 
while the Quran was recited from beginning to end; others younger than him would give 
up or collapse from exhaustion (Nadvi 1977:3).  
                                                
8 The takbir is followed by the niyat (intention) and is uttered aloud.  The niyat is the utterance of intent to 
perfom the prayer—it is performed silently. Takbir is the ‘public’ beginning in the sense that it is done 




Nadvi’s introduction of his maternal grandfather is by way of establishing his 
genealogical position within a revered line of ‘awliya’ (saints) who were strict adherents 
of the sunna (the acts of the Prophet) and shariat. Reminiscent of the type of textual 
authority which, according to Brinkley Messick, ‘relied upon the specification of human 
links between intellectual generations’ (1996:15), the genealogical connection is crucial 
in  establishing Khairunnissa’s moral authority, an authority located in her filial ties to a 
respectable and religious family with a long standing history of those intellectual links. 
Establishing the grandfather’s noteworthiness as a man not only known for his religiosity 
but also for his indifference towards the material, highlighting the virtues of the male 
head of the family establishes a measure of authority reflecting the kind of virtues 
necessary for establishing a moral authority at the time. In other words establishing the 
respectability of the grandfather is central to establishing the terms on which 
Khairunnissa is to be represented. 
Khairunnissa’s mother though unnamed is referred to as Nani Jan.9 Also 
identified as a figure of considerable importance in Khairunnissa’s life and upbringing, 
the older women of the household are identified by Nadvi as role models central to the 
creation of a kind of milieu implied in the making of such a person.10 According to 
Nadvi, Nani Jan who was married at a young age was tutored at home by her husband; 
with respect to ‘religious’ books, her education went beyond the norms of learning for 
women . Similarly, Nadvi’s great-grandmother, Fatima Bibi who was tutored by her 
father is also described as a particularly devout person, who went beyond the daily 
                                                
9 Nani is the term used for signifying the relationship with the maternal grandmother. Jan (meaning life or 
soul) is a term of endearment to signify closeness, affection and/or respect.  
 
10 Barbara Metcalf, in her analysis of Muhammad Zakariya’s life history, has discussed the importance of 




obligatory prayers and rituals to perform many extra days of fasting commemorating 
important Islamic historical events and was continually reading important and religious 
works of that time. The circle of women who Nadvi recounts as having influenced  
Khairunnissa include her dry nurse who is likewise described as an equally pious and 
devout person.  Nadvi writes “...mother often spoke of her righteous (naik) heart and her 
love of God and prayer” to suggest the influence this woman had on his mother, 
Khairunnissa (17).   
Nadvi’s account of his mother’s upbringing and the influence of family members 
on her life is interwoven with a description of the women’s quarters in this household as a 
space imbued with a heightened sense of religiosity, exemplified through prayer, good 
conduct, the practice of self-restraint and generosity. Describing this, he states: 
At that time it was the prevailing norm amongst the respectable class (shurafa), 
and particularly common practice among our extended family (khandan) to take 
in older and widowed women who had no near relatives or women who exhibited 
a penchance towards God and prayer, in order to look after them. These women 
would often leave their homes and take up residence in their [sharif families] 
homes and thus spend the remaining years living a life of respectability, 
remembering God and preparing for life hereafter. (Nadvi 1977:18) 
 
Nadvi remembers how such women were part of the familial and social fabric of nearly 
every household of their extended family, and in particular in his maternal grandfather’s 
home which was one of the more well-to do homes, the volume of influx and residence of 
such pious women (naik bandian) was of a higher order.  Their contribution to the 
creation of an atmosphere imbued with godliness is described by Nadvi as follows: 
These women were highly principled, well positioned and very blessed. 
Because of them, the discussions about faith and related activities 
increased even further which in turn was a good influence on the young 





What is important to note here is that there is a need for the presence of appropriate 
persons who both embody and create a spirit of devotion and subservience to God which 
then allows for the shaping and molding of the young women into respectable and pious 
women.  
The second noteworthy feature of such a description is Nadvi’s representation and 
celebration of the pious female subject. The respect and reverence with which he paints 
the picture of his immediate female relatives is extended towards others who may not 
necessarily be related to him or necessarily be of the same class or status (such as the dry-
nurse). What allows for their inclusion in the realm of the ‘blessed’ and the virtuous is 
their perceived godliness and distancing from the material world.  It also allows us to 
contemplate how personhood was conceived of and wherein lay her strengths and 
weaknesses—thus class and background did not determine one’s character for life—
rather, through good companionship, proper influences and efforts at godliness, it was 
possible to shape one’s life in the likeness of the exemplary life (Thanvi 1985).  
Khairunnissa was the fourth of five daughters (she also had two brothers). Born in 
1878, it was claimed by her and ‘confirmed by others’ that amongst all the children she 
was the one most loved and with whom her father shared the most, including new books 
that he would receive—a sign of his high regard of and affection for her.  Her inclination 
towards cultivating a habit of prayer and devotion, according to Nadvi started at a young 
age. He quotes her: 
When father would descend from the rooftop predawn (tahajjud) to leave 
for the mosque, I would awaken and my older sister Saleha Bi and we 
would both go to mother on the rooftop and start praying nafals.11 Our 
                                                
11 Nafal is a form of supererogatory prayer. The performance of this prayer in the middle of the night is 




other sisters and playmates would envy this and strive towards it but often 
failed to waken. (Nadvi 1977:19) 
 
The claim being made in this passage is Khairunnissa’s extraordinary inclination towards 
observance of prayer from an early age. But it is not limited to Khairunnissa—other 
women in the household are shown as being similarly inclined thus emphasizing the 
centrality of prayer in the daily life of the family. But there is nothing quotidian about the 
representation of prayer in the text. Despite its mention in every aspect of daily life, it is 
always with a great sense of reverence that the act or prayer and through it the pursuit of 
godliness is described, especially as we get to Khairunnissa’s own descriptions of her 
experiences of dua (supplication).   
In an effort to paint a complete picture of Khairunnissa as the embodiment of an 
ideal Muslim woman, we are also given a sense of her accomplishments in the more 
womanly and worldly pursuits like sewing, embroidery and cooking.  Nadvi describes 
Khairunnissa as someone who not only possessed a ‘natural’ affinity for kasheedakari 
(needlework) and sewing but had refined her skills to achieve mastery in the craft.  
Khairunnissa is lauded by Nadvi for her originality, her innovation, and her skill at 
producing new forms instead of merely repeating the old.  Her skills in the material realm 
are however not suggestive of a lapse in her duties as a devout subject for the measure of 
a good and righteous disposition (saliqamandi) included the proficiency in domestic arts 
and crafts. Later on in the account, we are presented with yet another facet of her person, 
her concern for others, especially orphans and the indigent and her compulsion that 
regardless of status, no one was treated unfairly12. One of her published works on 
                                                
12 Both Nadvi, and her nephew writing a later section of her life account, Maulana Syed Abu Bakr Hasani, 




etiquette and proper behavior, Husn-e-Ma’ashrat (Good Society), speaks of balance in 
the treatment of not merely the household servants but also children and acquaintances, 
reinforcing the cultivation of good disposition in both the self and in the rearing of 
children (Nadvi 1977). 
 
Khairunnissa’s Education: Reading, Writing and Memorization 
  
Compared to her contemporaries, Khairunnissa’s education seems to have been 
much broader and more extensive than that was customary for women at the time.13  
More important, it was not under pressure from family members that Khairunnissa seems 
to have cultivated an inclination for learning. Rather, it is expressed through a ‘natural’ 
desire on her part which along with her piety and inclination for ‘religious’ learning set 
her apart from her peers.14 During this time, women’s education in this part of North 
India included Quranic recitation, some ‘religious texts, a familiarity with issues and 
maxims (of the Prophet), domestic skills and some commentaries of Ulama (of the 
appropriate persuasion). Reading and writing at an extensive scale were not 
recommended. In fact, writing was particularly discouraged in Khairunnissa’s household 
because of the fear that girls with writing skills would write letters to ‘strangers’ 
(ghair).15 Writing as a skill for women, and education (in a broader sense) for women 
was associated with ‘danger’, that is the danger of an unmediated or direct contact with 
                                                                                                                                            
child had beaten her son. Without demanding proof, she is said to have admonished Nadvi in front of the 
household. See pages 47 and 130 in Nadvi (1977). 
 
13 There are accounts of Muslim women in elite landed and princely classes receiving instruction in Arabic 
and Persian besides Urdu. See Lambert-Hurley (2007) 
 
14The given-ness of personal qualities in Muslim biographies of that time was a convention of this literary 
tradition according to Metcalf (2004).   
 




the outside.16 Yet Khairunnissa, it appears, is able to escape these circumscriptions of 
gender and cultural norms. Described as possessing an extraordinary predisposition for 
writing, Khairunnissa is said to have requested special permission from a paternal cousin 
who held the position of a teacher within the family. Even though it went against the 
norm of that age and time, Khairunnissa was permitted to pursue her desire to learn to 
write (Nadvi 1977).  
The act of writing was one of the domains heavily circumscribed by gender norms 
and conditions until at least the end of the nineteenth century (Minault 1998; Naim 2004). 
Writing, its learning, practice and usages was reserved for the male sphere or in some 
cases by women of elite and princely households (Lambert-Hurley 2007). Thus even 
though women and young girls were taught to recite the Quran in Arabic and how to read 
in Persian and Urdu, they were not necessarily taught how to write. In articulations of its 
prohibition it was viewed as an act of danger for women because it represented the 
potential threat of contact with the ghair, metonymically representative of the world 
outside the domestic.  In a setting so suspicious of women’s writing, Khairunnissa’s 
incursion into the male sphere of writing is a shift from the norm which raises the 
question of why and how Khairunnissa was able to circumvent this particular 
proscription. To answer this question requires taking a closer look at the conditions for 
writing outlined in Thanvi’s reformist tract, Behishti Zevar. Though the Behishti Zevar 
was in many ways novel for that time in its advocacy of women learning to read and 
write, there was a specific agenda within which writing for women was being advocated. 
The virtues of writing, which Thanvi sets out in a sample letter he writes (a father writing 
                                                
16 We see this echoed even in the account provided by Bibi Ashraf of her arduous journey of learning 




a daughter), circumscribe writing as an act which would contribute towards one’s 
performance of all duties as a Muslim and a woman (correct ritual practice, homemaker, 
nurturer of children, preserver of honor etc.). Thus contrary to popular belief where it was 
thought that writing would possibly dishonor a woman by potentially creating a conduit 
for contact with the outside world, Thanvi rendered a vision of writing which would in 
fact preserve a woman’s honor in its practical and pragmatic applications. Another 
noteworthy feature of Behishti Zevar’s section on writing is its modest scope. The section 
on writing limits itself to providing advice on the proper forms of letter writing and that 
too only between immediate family members (father, mother, brother, sister, son, 
daughter and uncle) or husband and wife.  Furthermore, though Thanvi was an advocate 
for women’s writing, he is nevertheless known to have expressed reservations about what 
type of woman was considered suitable to be imparted this skill and cautioned its tutoring 
to girls who were not entirely trustworthy or otherwise displayed a “brazen[ess]”, ths 
classifying writing as useful but not obligatory (Naim 2004:331).  Built into this 
moderate vision of writing for women and the cautionary advice which was added as a 
caveat, was a historically and culturally specific understanding of writing for women. 
Moreover, rather than allowing it to be learnt as a general skill, it appears from Thanvi’s 
caution that it had to be earned through the display of a responsible and righteous 
disposition.  
The restrictions posed on women’s writing and Khairunnissa’s representation as 
the embodiment of the idealized Muslim woman suggests that she was allowed to exceed 




virtues that were idealized.  In other words, Khairunnissa’s piety enabled her to cross the 
boundaries circumscribing socially acceptable norms of writing and textual tradition.  
Khairunnissa’s education comprised of books about the Quran, hadith, tales of 
prophets and companions, health remedies and dream interpretation. Nadvi notes the 
influence of these texts on Khairunnissa’s life and thought.17 The knowledge she acquired 
on dream interpretation was well known among family members who would often 
consult her on dreams and their meanings.  Her own dreams, which are described below 
have been interpreted as signifiers of her pious status.  
Khairunnissa had also memorized the entire Quran as part of her education. Nadvi 
does not recall any other female family member before Khairunnissa’s generation who 
was a hifz-e-Quran since the practice of memorization of the whole Quran was something 
that was more common among boys.18 Daily Quran recitation and extended and joint 
prayer sessions by the women of the household often led by Khairunnissa, particularly 
during Ramazan, seems to have been a common occurrence. 
 
Revalatory Moments: Dua and its edifying affects. 
                                                
17 The three texts named by Nadvi are 1) Nawab Syed Siddique Hasan Khan’s Al Ra-wal-dua, a second text 
titled Mujarrabat-i-Derbi, and the third text was Al-taabir-e-ruya by Muhammad Ibn-e-Sirin, the classic 
text on dream interpretation (Nadvi, 1977).  It is important to note that Siddiq Hasan Khan was an 
influential member of the Ahl-e-Hadis and was also the husband of the Begum Shah Jahan of Bhopal. He is 
attributed with propagating a reformist agenda in Bhopal, particularly because of his position as a member 
of the aristocratic household. For more details of his life see Preckel (2000) and Metcalf (1982). 
 
18 Khairunnissa, according to Nadvi, was one of the first few women of the family to memorize the Quran. 
She did this under the tutelage of her brother Syed Obaidullah who was himself a Hafiz and known for his 
skills for Quranic recitation. Nadvi stresses on the appropriateness of the tutors who guided these young 
women through this process of memorization. Always a learned male, this teacher was also a close relative 
(and mehram) of the young girls being taught, thus removing any hint of the possibility of unwanted 
contact between the girl and her teacher. In contemporary Pakistan, the practice of memorization of a few 
chosen Quranic verses is common, starting at a young age. However, the memorization of the complete 




“It has often been seen” notes Nadvi, “that when God wants to bestow a special 
blessing on someone, and wants to draw them closer to him, it is often preceded by a 
phase of great inner turmoil, anxiety, restlessness and worry” often referred to as ikhtilaj.  
Nadvi describes this as Khairunnissa’s state of mind before that critical moment in which 
she gained what she terms as the ‘key to unlock all locks’. Narrating a particular incident 
of prayer she mentions coming across the following verse from the Quran: 
When My servants ask you about Me, then (tell them that) I am near. I 
respond to the call of one when he prays to Me; so they should respond to 
Me, and have faith in Me, so that they may be on the right path. (Al-
Baqarah:186)19 
 
Narrating his mother’s account of her revelatory moment, Nadvi conveys that while 
reciting the above Quranic verse, his mother claims to have had a revelation even though 
she must have recited this verse many times prior to this and would also possibly have 
memorized the Quran by that time. At that moment however, its recitation profoundly 
affected her and is described it as if “someone had written on her heart such that it had 
become embedded in it’s deepest layer”. Further, it was “as if she had discovered a 
treasure, and found the key to unlock all locks” (Nadvi 1977:25). Such was the 
description of the moment of epiphany, laden with a language of discovery and of the 
metaphor of inscription of truth on the heart.20  Elaborating further on her emotional 
disposition at the moment of this epiphany, Nadvi describes how this phase of ‘ikhtilaj’, 
                                                
19 Nadvi gives both the original Arabic verse from the Quran and its Urdu translation (it is not clear if the 
translation is his or someone else’s). I have used Muhammad Taqi Usmani’s English translation (Usmani 
2010). The verse cited here draws on God’s qualities as provider, but is also signifies that praying to God 
and belief in God is in itself efficacious for living a righteous life.  The relationship signified between God 
and devotee rests upon the recognition by the latter of God’s greatness—it demands a submission by the 
devotee and the reward is to be led on the path of righteousness.  
 
20 It is the heart or dil, as Metcalf has noted in her commentary on Thanvi’s Behishti Zevar that should 




was laden with inner turmoil and thoughts of the life hereafter (aakhirat).21 Although the 
powerful description that Khairunnissa provides of her experience of reciting the Quran 
has resonance with reading experiences of the Quran that women who are subjects of this 
study narrated, it cannot be ascertained whether Khairunnissa was able to understand the 
recited Quran or not. Certainly she had committed the whole Quran to memory, as she 
herself points out. However, neither Nadvi nor her account speaks about the extent to 
which she engaged with the Quran through its tafsir (exegesis). 
 Dua (supplication), according to the author, was the only thing that gave her 
respite from the state of anxiety described in the preceding paragraph. Nadvi describes 
the efficacy of dua in the following way: 
If something could alleviate the constant uneasiness and anxiety it was 
dua (supplication) and prayers. These were the cure for the pain, the food 
for the soul and the balm for the wounded heart. It was like an inner force 
that kept her engrossed in praying. (Nadvi 1977:26) 
 
The exceptional and almost singular devotion to dua demonstrated by Khairunnissa is 
represented by Nadvi as a sign of her closeness and devotion to God and her 
extraordinary piety. Her commitment and dedication to supplicating was interwoven with 
her skill at composing ‘hymns’ (manajat).  For instance, Nadvi quotes a couplet from one 
of her hymns:  
Your way is to (bestow) bless and mine to beseech 
Let not their hope shatter who beg at your door (27) 
 
This couplet is meant to reflect how Khairunnissa conceptualized the relationship 
between God and subject that should be assumed in the context of dua, that is God’s 
infinite capacities to bestow and the subject as the receiver of those blessings. Nadvi 
                                                
21 The trope of Aakhirat (life hereafter) litters the Muslim self-reform tradition, both oral and written.  It 
invokes the materiality and temporal nature of this life versus the afterlife thus acting as a reminder for the 




notes that in the period after the obligatory prayers (namaz), Khairunnissa would 
supplicate in the form of nazm (verse) ‘to beseech her Lord’ (28). The popularity of her 
hymns amongst the women and girls in the household, according to Nadvi, was 
instantaneous. They were memorized and invoked often and resulted in the “creation of a 
special atmosphere conducive to the spirit of prayer” (Nadvi 1977:28).   
Dua emerges as the central and privileged part of the prayer ritual in Zikr-e-
Khair’s narrative. Khairunnissa’s belief in the efficacy of supplication was unparalleled 
according to Nadvi and reflected the sentiment that all needs and desires ought to be 
channeled through God’s will.22 In her own words, Khairunnissa expresses the 
significance of dua: 
Dua was in fact my sustenance (ghiza), without it I had no satisfaction. 
Dua occupied me at the expense of all other chores to the extent that 
everything I uttered was punctuated with dua. No moment was free of it, 
especially Fridays, a day of Eid. From asr (afternoon) to maghrib (sunset) 
I would remain in solitude, so absorbed in praying that even my gaze 
would not lift….23 To the best of my abilities I would not waste a moment 
of dua...asking for protection from all evil and for the granting of all 
virtues...such a feeling of euphoria would overtake me that I would be 
beside myself, covering the ground with my tears, I would tremble like a 
chicken trembles when sacrificed as I beheld His all powerful nature; but 
even in this state I would continue to pray...I would not raise my head 
from the sajda till my heart felt fully content. After the dua, I felt a great 
sense of contentment; it was as if the door to all blessings (rehmat) had 
opened and I was ‘looting’ all its treasures. (Nadvi 1977:29) 
 
This passage underlines, as articulated in her own words, the relevance dua had for 
Khairunnissa. Drawing a parallel to ghiza (nutrition), Khairunnissa signifies the 
importance of dua in sustaining her life. So overwhelming is her experience of dua that 
she extends its effects on structuring her speech. The articulation of her experience is 
                                                
22 Her daughter Amtullah Nasim, reflecting on her mother’s life, recalls how Khairunnissa never asked for 
worldly or material needs to be fulfilled but always for the capacity in her and her family to serve God 
(Nadvi, 1977). 




layered in that it is not only her conscious self (her mind) at work but the experience also 
entails enlisting the body in the effort to gain that moment of satisfaction. So if there is 
intent, expressed through self-isolation and the economy of supplication (not wasting a 
moment), it is coupled with the body held in the position of prostration (sajda) until the 
heart is satisfied. Tears or weeping here signify not only her emotional state, but also 
reflect the recognition on the part of the suppliant of God’s ominipotence thus fulfilling 
what was decreed in the verse 2:186 (cited above). In all, the emotional, mental and 
physical states described by Khairunnissa, echo that which Al-Ghazali and Thanvi 
recommend as the necessary dispositions for the efficacious performance of dua 
(Ghazzali and Nakamura 1990; Thanvi 1953). What is noteworthy here is that fulfillment 
of prayer is achieved through the complex of mind, body and heart acting together to 
produce the proper states of submission and humility that are considered necessary in 
fulfilling the act of prayer.  Describing her euphoric state further, Khairunnissa states: 
God had become so fond of my weeping and lamentations that whatever 
was granted [by Him] was only after I had wept for it…One year I was so 
involved in dua that nothing was more beloved to me—all else faded. I 
was so used to supplicating that during prayers (namaz) I would often start 
saying the dua instead of the verse (surah)… (Nadvi 1977:30) 
 
Weeping (girya-auzari) in Khairunnissa’s articulation appears as both produced out of 
the feeling of euphoria experienced after supplication, but was also viewed as necessary 
part of supplication which would make it worthy of God’s attention. The substitution of 
the prescribed verses (surah) of obligatory prayer (namaz) with her composed verses of 
dua is yet another instance for Khairunnissa to express the potency of the transformatory 
experience of dua, moving her to a state in which her otherwise strict observance of 




While dua forms an integral component of prayer, as mentioned earlier, it does 
not necessarily follow a prescriptive pattern.  Considered a form of personal 
communication with God, the guidelines and principles of dua do not necessarily restrict 
the suppliant to a prescribed set of verses that must be recited in the act of remembrance. 
Instead dua, because of its relatively un-scripted form, allows for the suppliant to 
articulate her ‘request’ in a manner that best expresses the suppliant’s faith in God.  In 
Zikr-e-Khair’s narrative, the privileging of dua over other forms of ritual practices, I 
suggest, showcases and represents the cultivation of a relationship with God. For 
supplication, as has been suggested by Lucinda Allen Mosher is, “…by virtue of being 
the kind of prayer that gives voice to earnest requests—presumes relationship” 
(2003:186).  Khairunnissa’s preference for dua can thus be seen as recognition of this 
relationship and her hymns an expression of her closeness to God. Mosher, elaborating 
on the divine-human relationship suggests, “The relationship between God and humanity 
is at once one of distance and intimacy; clearly, God the Creator is distinct from divinely 
created humanity; yet equally clearly, Creator and creature share a profound closeness. 
Supplication arises from, and capitalizes this closeness” (Mosher 2003:186).  This 
sentiment is expressed in Khairunnissa’s articulation of her proclivity for dua:  
God had instilled such a desire for dua in me that without it I would not be 
satisfied.  After finishing my prayer (namaz) and dua, I would invoke 
Hizb-ul-Azam’s wird, repeating it over and over.24 From Sunset to Dawn I 
would not ignore dua, articulating it both orally and with my pen. My 
heart was inclined in this respect such that verses would roll off my tongue 
and pen by themselves, needing no amendments. I would recite these 
verses while weeping. I had such absolute faith in God’s mercy that I 
considered myself beyond destiny…expressing such hopes and desires 
                                                
24 Wird is a form of invocation, in this case one prescribed by Ali ibn Sultan Muhammad al-Qari 
(d.1014/1605), popularly known as Hizb-ul-Azam’s wird.  Invocation, also known as zikr (Urdu) or dhikr 
(Arabic) is also a form of prayer and usually involves repetition of certain words or phrases for example 




which were unexpected and unattainable but keeping his magnificence in 
mind I would say: 
 
A grain of sand can want to be the moon 
This quality of yours strengthens my courage  
 
And it was His love and benevolence and mercy that had emboldened me 
such that I could be so willful and direct [with Him]. Despite my being a 
person of little significance, the Creator would not disregard me [my 
entreaties]. (Nadvi 1977:30-31) 
 
As Mosher has suggested above, the subject’s devotion to God builds upon this paradox 
of distance and intimacy. In this case, faith in God’s mercy is invoked to generate this 
intimacy during supplication, putting oneself beyond destiny. It is the same intimacy 
which allows for Khairunnissa to imagine the expression of the “unexpected and 
unattainable desires” made possible through God’s omnipotence (30). What is striking 
about the above passage is that while for Khairunnissa the desire for dua resides in her 
being, it is implied that the creator of that desire is God. The nature of Khairunnissa’s 
action as articulated is one in which human agency and God’s will are closely linked. For 
instance, in the above passage, while Khairunnissa supplicates both in oral and written 
form, she views her heart’s inclination as God’s will; this allows for her to compose 
verses that need no amendment.  In citing this passage I want to suggest that the realm of 
action and imagination in Khairunnissa’s person is structured by her faith and belief in 
God. In other words, even those things she considered were beyond the realm of the 
possible are made possible because of her faith in God.  Such a conception of God’s will 
and human agency are central in defining a notion of the self which rests upon action 
being shaped by one’s belief in the Divine. The significance of supplication for 
Khairunnissa, something she is said to have ‘practiced in every breath’, is the vehicle for 




through her worship..  By foregrounding her prayer and virtuosity as her most salient 
qualities, Zikr-e-Khair puts forth a notion of the female Muslim self as one constituted by 
belief in God and its constant performance and enactment through remembrance. 
 
 
Khairunnissa’s Exemplary Practices and Everyday Life 
While the place of dua and worship in Khairunnissa’s life has been foregrounded 
in Zikr-e-Khair as central to the constitution of her piety, it was not at the exclusion of 
relationships and responsibilities which constituted her as a social being. Dua, of course, 
formed for Khairunnissa a realm of personal communication with God and a means of 
expression for her devotion but it is in her outlook on life that we see the contours of her 
moral vision and ethical self and how it transposed itself on the everyday.  The 
constitution of her being is represented both in her own writings and by her biographers 
as one constantly in service of God such that all aspects of her life become intertwined in 
the discourse of remembrance, thankfulness and patience and forbearance. Some 
instances of how such discursive practices shaped her life and choices are given below. 
Khairunnissa was married at the age of twenty-six to Maulana Syed Abdul Hai 
in1904 in, what Nadvi states was, a simple ceremony. The decision of whether such a 
union was the right one was, according Nadvi, not a simple one.  For though there was 
closeness between the two families, Hai’s was not financially well off. Despite the 
presence of young eligible, well to-do men within the family, Khairunnissa’s marriage to 
Abdul Hai, Nadvi reveals, was decided not on the basis of wealth and property but on the 




Khairunnissa is said to have had many dreams pointing to her imminent union with 
Abdul Hai and one quoted specifically in Zikr-e-Khair deserves mention: 
One night I dreamt that through the auspices of the benevolent and 
merciful One I had gained access to a special verse of the Quran and by 
morning I had memorized it but because of this unspeakable fear I could 
not recite it out loud nor did I know of its meaning. When I looked up the 
translation and concentrated on the meanings, however, I was suffused 
with happiness and forgot all my sorrows and anxieties, focusing on my 
good luck. And when I would tell others of this dream, they would envy 
me and when I told my dear departed father he shed tears of happiness. 
The verse was:   
 
Now no person knows what delights of the eye are kept 
hidden for them—as a reward for their (good) Deeds (Al-
Sajjadah:17)(Trans. Ali 2001). (Nadvi 1977:36) 
 
Dreams interpretation and visions have a long and well established history in Islamic 
literature.  Often considered the purview of holy men and women, the specific nature of 
dreams and visions can often serve as an index of an individual’s piety or holiness (Green 
2003). Needless to say, being a recipient of a Quranic verse as a dream vision would 
have, within this discourse, been considered highly fortuitous and again a confirmation of 
Khairunnissa’s exemplary character. Even though the final decision for Khairunnissa’s 
marriage was taken by her father, the mention of the dream vision is important since it 
served to highlight for Khairunnissa that the decision about this life event is seen to have 
been made possible through God’s divine intervention and divine guidance. For we see 
that despite absence of wealth in Abdul Hai’s family, the decision to wed Khairunnissa to 
him was based on a sentiment which privileged qualities of education and a virtuous life 
over monetary wealth. The choice of a partner for Khairunnissa in the narrative is 
constructed as a moral dilemma in which the decision had to be made between opting for 




uncertainty of the former is inflected with a deep faith in God as caretaker and bestower 
of blessings. This theme reemerges in later events in her life as well, signifying its 
importance for her. 
Khairunnissa’s other life events are narrated such that they appear as guided by 
divine intervention but always within a framework that obliges her to make difficult but 
morally appropriate choices.  Her responses to the joyful moments as well as the trials 
and tribulations of her life are seen to evoke a similar response—one that is always laced 
with a strong belief in God’s will. Khairunnissa’s early married life though one of 
hardship is described by her as one in which there was contentment, despite periods of 
severe shortage of food in the household that had to be endured because of a lack of a 
steady source of income. However, according to Khairunnissa shortly after the marriage 
fortunes changed and the household began to enjoy a period of abundance. While that 
period of life and her marriage was marked with financial uncertainty and trepidation 
about the future, Khairunnissa describes this time as one of great contentment and 
happiness. On this, Nadvi quotes her as saying: 
No doubt this house did not have wealth but it had other virtues on which 
all wealth can be sacrificed. One such is knowledge. To achieve that, all 
wealth can be exhausted yet even then it cannot be completely had. For 
with knowledge come thousands of other virtues whereas wealth is that 
which causes a thousand disputes. God gave me more respect than those 
who possess wealth; he blessed me with blessings that cannot even be 
conceived of. In this tight monetary situation, his will allowed me to 
perform those tasks successfully that even the wealthy could not do; he 
fulfilled those needs which even in the best of times (any other time) could 
not have been fulfilled…..Here I am not talking about my own capabilities 
but want to in fact show the nature of God almighty and the efficacy and 
auspiciousness (barkat) of dua. For within a few days, our home became a 
source of envy, all our needs were completely fulfilled…God had filled 





In the above passage it is apparent that Khairunnissa attributes the fulfillment of all needs 
and desires to God’s will. More important is her view of knowledge as a virtuous quality, 
the benefits of which far exceeds those of material wealth. Such assertions and 
privileging of learning over material possessions are not uncommon even today, 
especially among women who are subjects of this study. The concept of knowledge that 
circulates among women of the Quran study institutes that I explore, and that which 
Khairunnissa mentions here, is a form of knowledge tied closely to one’s din (faith). 
Thus, as I show in the following section, it is not learning or education in the broad sense, 
but a circumscribed notion of knowledge which is privileged in Zikr-e-Khair.  
 
Knowledge as ‘Arabic’ Education 
While Khairunnissa seems to have played a prominent role in guiding the younger 
women of the family through their education, it was her son and her biographer Nadvi 
who received the most attention from her with regard to education. While under her care, 
Khairunnissa oversaw his general upbringing and early religious education, ensuring that 
he memorized some of the longer verses of the Quran and performed ritual practices such 
as namaz (prayer) with routine regularity. At an early stage of Nadvi’s education, it 
seems that the decision had been made by Khairunnissa and her stepson to encourage him 
to follow the route of ‘Arabic’ rather than ‘English’ education.25 These terms appear to 
refer to what at that time were the two distinct types of educational paths available for 
young men, the madrassa and secular model of education. These paths weren’t exclusive 
since many young men studied in both during different time periods of their lives. 
                                                
25 Even though, as Barbara Metcalf points out, madaris (sing: madrassa) had adopted Urdu as the medium 
of instruction, Nadwat-ul-Ulama, the center of Muslim scholarship with which Nadvi’s family was closely 
associated and which he later headed, had adopted Arabic as the medium of instruction from the time of its 




Despite the close association of Khairunnissa’s family with the Nadwat-ul-Ulama 
seminary, English or western style education seems to have become the norm even in her 
family with male relatives traveling to England, Germany, Japan and even the United 
States to acquire advanced degrees. The emphasis on the western style of education 
seems to have influenced Nadvi’s attitude towards Arabic (religious) education. He states 
his lack of interest for a while in continuing religious (dini) education and instead spent 
an inordinate amount of time reading ‘English’ books and books related to the exams for 
the Indian Civil Service. This lack of interest did not go unnoticed by his mother, and she 
wrote him a series of letters, which both admonished his disinterest and expressed her 
own desires and views about what she saw as her vision for him. Excerpts from a letter 
written in1929 to her son states her position on the type of education she believed was the 
need of the hour. She writes: 
Ali! The state of the world is extremely critical (dangerous). At this time, 
even the faith of those who are learning Arabic is not strong so what can 
be expected of those English speakers…People believe that only those 
who study English are gaining status—someone is becoming a Deputy and 
someone a Judge— they say, one should be at least be a barrister or 
lawyer. But I completely disagree—I consider those who study English 
(angreziwallay) as ignorant (jahil) and this type of knowledge as useless 
especially at this time when no one knows what may happen and what 
kind of knowledge is necessary…Even a chamar can achieve this status, 
so common it is. Who is there who is deprived of it? 26 One should aspire 
to attain that which at this time is precious and rare, that no one has, that 
for which the eyes are starved and the ears long to hear it, the yearning for 
which erodes the heart. But those virtues remain invisible. 
 
It is tragic that we live in this time. Ali! You must not heed what others 
say to you. If you want to gain God’s grace and you want to fulfill your 
duty towards me, then think of those men who spent their whole lives in 
search of the knowledge of faith (din). Theirs was the real 
status……There are many English types in our family with positions but 
                                                
26 Chamars are a Dalit sub-caste, and historically performed tasks considered undesirable by upper caste 
Hindus and upper class Muslims. Here this term is obviously used in a derogatory fashion to signify the 




there is no one with a religious education in a high position which is the 
need of the day…..Ali! Had I a hundred children I would have given them 
the same advice but you are the only one and may God reward my good 
intentions that in you live the virtues of a hundred and I am successful in 
both this world and the next and I am renowned and recognized for your 
abilities. (Nadvi 1977:52-53) 
 
In a context in which education was clearly seen as a strategy for Muslim reform and 
emphasized by Nadvi himself, particularly where the secular model of education was 
being given preference over older forms of learning, the contrary opinion expressed by 
Khairunnissa is worth highlighting.  While it was not unusual for male reformers to 
oppose English education, women’s oppositional voices in this regard have not been 
acknowledged. English education for young Muslim girls and women of that period has 
usually been represented as having been undertaken in the face of great cultural and 
social resistance. Muslim women who studied in English schools in South Asia during 
the colonial period and later recount these in their autobiographies and memoirs, often do 
so as having overcome family and cultural resistance and pioneered what is now 
considered a normative and desirable practice (Ikramullah 1998; Lambert-Hurley 2007; 
Shahnawaz 2002). Khairunnissa, as is clear from her letters to her son, did not consider 
English education to be a worthy project for self or larger social reform. Other letters 
written to Nadvi explicate her position further on this issue, particularly on the means 
through which a good intellect and learning should be cultivated: 
Consider all other desires useless; nor should you associate with those 
who show a propensity for frivolous desires. Students should only 
concentrate on studying. It is not shameful that their clothes are tattered or 
their shoes are torn. In fact, one should be proud, for this condition is 
necessary for improvement. Under these hardships does one learn the true 
value of knowledge. Intelligent and lucky are those who are able to 
acquire that rare and noble thing. What is that? [It is] observing the 
shariat. The education of this time is common and everyone has access to 




thousands of dangers abound. If your heart wants, you should read this 
letter carefully and keep returning to it frequently. (Nadvi 1977:56) 
 
For Khairunnissa, bringing one’s life in conformity with the shariat was the most 
significant achievement as well as the goal of education. More important, she 
distinguishes it from the “education of this time” which for signifies a “frivolous desire” 
rather than a “true” form of knowledge (Nadvi 1977:56). In another letter she adds the 
following to her already strong position on the need for emulating the older generations 
of Muslim scholars and Arabic education: 
Now you must work hard on Arabic but not excessively for you must keep 
your health in mind. If you have your health than all is possible to attain. 
Had you expended the same effort towards Arabic earlier, today you could 
have advanced a lot.27 Whatever texts are left, finish those and wherever 
possible, try to reproduce the same levels of intellect of the older Ulama. 
Learn what they learnt to ensure that you are not in opposition to the 
shariat and familiarize yourself with all issues. At this time we need this 
form of knowledge. The Ulama of today do not know anything and in 
their ignorance only produce mischief (fitna).  It is my heart’s desire that 
in your learning you attain that position which the greatest of Ulama had 
and which my eyes starve to see, my ears long to hear and the heart erodes 
with desire/yearning. Ali there is no greater wish of mine and I pray to 
God that he grants you the same qualities/virtues and that that time should 
return. Ameen. (Nadvi 1977:56)  
 
In a yet another letter quoted in her life-story, she reiterates the worthlessness of status 
and success derived from the pursuit of ‘worldly’ knowledge and states: 
Ali! I am certain that with God’s grace you will not be influenced by 
anyone’s status and success for these are common and will perish. The 
object of envy should be that which one in a thousand acquires and that 
also from God:  
 
God had accorded each a fate 
That God saw suited to his capacity. 
 
You should be proud of this and should undertake it with courage and 
strength…Had you been given a judgeship or some other position that is 
                                                
27 Nadvi is being admonished here for failing to give adequate attention to Arabic and instead concentrating 




common, then I would have seen a thousand dangers associated with that. 
He has chosen a path to safeguard you from all sins and Himself be your 
guardian and protector. (Nadvi 1977:57-58) 
  
The above passages together articulate Khairunnissa’s position on what she considers are 
valuable forms of knowledge—commitment to living a life in accordance with shariat 
here stands out as not only a personal vision of the self but also as the ‘need of the day’, 
which for Khairunnissa translated into a political urgency of that time that was the need 
to strengthen the Muslim community.  
 
Conclusion 
In writing about Khairunnissa, Nadvi highlights three aspects of her life: her 
upbringing and education, her worship and writing and her place in the social and 
political fabric of her time. These three aspects are for Nadvi what constitute an 
exemplary life for Muslim women, a life to be learnt from and to model oneself upon as 
he states in his introduction.  In addition, Khairunnissa’s self-representation of her 
religious belief and practice provides us with a glimpse of the manner in which these 
closely informed all spheres of her life, including her literary production. Such an 
analysis allows for greater attention to be placed on examining the complex and myriad 
ways in which an exemplary subjectivity was viewed as taking shape at the intersections 












Chapter 2  








Writing the preface to his commentary of the Quran, titled Tafhimul-Quran (The 
Meaning of the Quran) from the confines of the New Central Jail Multan, on September 
11 1949, Syed Abul Ala Maududi (1903-1979), the South Asian Muslim intellectual, 
urged readers to suspend all previously held conceptions of what constituted a book and 
by that extension ‘reading’ before beginning their study of the Quran.1 For the Quran, 
according to him, was unlike any other book that had been written and since it 
disregarded textual conventions, readers should follow his prescriptions if they truly 
wanted to “enjoy the effect that the Quran wanted to have on them” (Maududi n.d.:6). 
Maududi’s Quranic tafsir (exegesis), written in simple Urdu and an unadorned style, has 
been cited as one of the most widely read Urdu commentaries of the twentieth century 
(Ahmad 1991). Its style, language and presentation, represents a break from the literary 
conventions that had guided the tradition of Quranic exegesis as late as the nineteenth 
century.2 As such it also marks a shift in the kind of readership the tafsir was meant for, 
from the more specialized world of Ulama to a wider body of readers constituted by an 
emerging educated middle class of Muslims in South Asia.  
Abul Ala Maududi has been considered extensively for his work and contribution 
towards defining a political agenda and a framework for governance based on an Islamic 
idiom.3  A prolific writer, Maududi produced many notable works in addition to the 
Quranic commentary mentioned above, the latter of which remains a popular source of 
                                                
1Like a number of other Muslim intellectuals of his time, namely the Egyptian Sayyid Qutb and the 
Palestinian Muhammad Izzat Darwaza, Syed Abul Ala Maududi also began his commentary during his 
incarceration. Maududi was incarcerated twice over a period of almost 7 years, first on charges of sedition 
against the newly formed Pakistani state and later for his role in producing a pamphlet titled ‘The Ahmadi 
Problem” inciting hatred against the Ahmadi community. See Ali (2002) and Nasr (1996). The 
commentary, which commenced in the jail cell, took Maududi almost thirty years to complete. 
 
2 For shifts in the hermeneutical principles guiding tafsir in the modern period, see Mir (1986) and Rippin 
(1988). 
 
3 For studies of Maududi political activism see, Nasr (1994) and Ahmad (1991). 




tafsir for readers in South Asia. Maududi’s exegesis of the Quran, like that of his 
contemporaries, was influenced by a hermeneutics in which the establishment of the 
nazm (coherence) of the Quran was a central goal (Boullata 2000a; Mir 1986). His 
exegetical style in Tafhimul-Quran extends the scope of Quranic commentaries into the 
realm of what Maududi described as the ‘ordinary reader’. Developing the Quran’s 
understanding for this reader through its translation and interpretation remained the 
fundamental goal of his tafsir. While the greater part of it is devoted to interpreting the 
canonical text, he begins with an explanation of the underlying rationale of his 
interpretation. More important, his explanation outlines for this ordinary reader the means 
for a ‘direct’ access to the Quran albeit through the acceptance of the divine origins of its 
authorship and the capacity for historical reflection.  
In this chapter I examine Maududi’s conception of what constituted a reading of 
the Quran which he detailed in the prefaratory chapters of his commentary. I argue that 
his interpretation of the Quran shifted the registers of its appreciation by urging the reader 
to read the Quran not only with the goal of understanding the ‘meaning’ but that meaning 
was to be arrived at by considering the text for its style, language, form and historicity, 
combined with an unerring belief in the authority of God and the finality of Prophethood. 
Thus the path he advocated endorsed the arrival at meaning which enfolded within it a 
sensibility for evaluating the text by reading it critically, such that it could illuminate for 
the reader the ‘reality’ of the Quran’s divine message. The focus of Maududi’s 
commentary, I argue, was to make the Quran legible for an ‘ordinary’ reader. His 
commentary, I suggest, introduced stylistic and linguistic innovations in tafsir writing in 
order to align the format and style of the commentary such that it would appeal to this 
reader’s non-specialist position. These included the use of a lucid and accessible prose 




language, headings, numberings and chapter formations and a narrative structure which 
relied on coherence and unity as its defining feature. I further argue that Maududi’s 
preference for an interpretive modality for rendering the Quranic text meaningful for his 
reader (which is framed as a critique of the inadequacies of literal translations) allowed 
him to deploy, albeit selectively, critical textual practices, such as an awareness of the 
historical context and the sensitivity to the historical and cultural specificity of language 
as a basis for developing his commentary. More important, he argued that the reader also 
develop these capacities to become attuned in the same way to reading and understanding 
the Quran. My task in this chapter is to offer an account of Maududi’s program of reading 
to highlight how he brings together two seemingly opposite tendencies in reading to the 
study of the Quran. I show how Maududi’s vision of a Quranic understanding for the 
ordinary reader entailed its careful and methodical study using techniques that are 
generally considered part of a critical reading practice while at the same time recognizing 
God’s authority as a predicate of such a reading. 
Below I situate the significance of Maududi’s ideas and views of reading in 
relation to my field site in contemporary Pakistan. This is followed by a brief 
biographical sketch to highlight Maududi’s early training and literary style within its 
historical context. I go on to locate Maududi’s exegesis of the Quran within the larger 
tradition of tafsir to draw attention to the emphasis on coherence as a hermeneutical 
principle in modern tafsir writing and its implications for the narrative style used in his 
exegesis of the Quran. In the sections which follow, I first examine the ways in which 
Maududi reimagined both the reader and the practice of reading the Quran. I then discuss 
the principles which guided his Quranic hermeneutics by analyzing his critique of 
translation alone as a means to understand the text, his understanding of the asl (reality) 




of the Quran, and the use of historical context as a necessary framework for meaning. 4 
Finally I examine his advice on the kinds of material practices which were necessary in 
undertaking a close muta’la (study) of the Quran. 
 
Popular Readings 
The popularization of Quranic reading and interpretation among women in urban 
centers of Pakistan in the last two decades that I explore in this dissertation have made 
the practices of Quranic recitation and reading that women (and men) have learnt since an 
early age, a contested one. Common forms of Quranic literacy that have and remain 
available in many parts of the Muslim world, including non-Arabic speaking societies of 
South Asia and South East Asia focus on its oralization and memorization that stress 
correct pronunciation, rather than meaning as the primary goal—at least at the early 
stages of Quran study.5 Although the concepts of understanding and meaning were not 
absent from the discourse that surrounded conventions of  the Quran’s textuality, its 
                                                
4 The term asl usually means root, foundation or principle. However, Maududi uses it in the sense of 
‘reality’. For instance, an English translation of the preface I discuss here that was endorsed and authorized 
by him uses ‘reality’ as the English equivalent of asl which is also how it is used in colloquial Urdu. 
 
5 The emphasis on the performance of correct recitation of Quranic text by novices has also been noted by 
Messick in his observation of the madrassa in Ibb, Yemen. See Messick (1996). It is not unusual for young 
children initiating the study of the Quran to be first tutored in a system of reading which focuses on 
mastering the phonetics of the language (the production of sound) rather than comprehension. Also see 
Gade (2004) for a detailed examination of the practice of Quranic recitation and its aesthetic, emotive and 
transformative aspects. The emphasis on recitation as a technique of learning the Quran can be understood 
in a number of ways. One explanation that I gleaned from my observations of Quran reading is based on 
the idea that the Quran is imbued with qualities that are not necessarily only derived from its 
‘understanding’ through comprehending the meaning behind the written word, particularly in the context of 
Pakistan where the language of the Quran remains inaccessible to the majority. In this context, being able 
to recite the text with the prescribed pronunciation, tone and cadence, while being able to simultaneously 
appreciate the rhythm and aural aesthetics of the recitation, were and are considered salutary and 
indispensable to the formation of a subject who recognizes and registers God’s omnificence through the 
power of the recited word. In other words, it may be suggested that understanding in this context does not 
necessarily only hinge upon the meaning of the recited word. Rather it is constituted by the idea that part of 
recognition of God’s authority lies in the act of reciting the words of the Quran and of its audition and 
appreciation. The place of aurality in the cultivation of an ethical subjectivity has been discussed in detail 
by Charles Hirschkind in his study of the da’waa’ movement and cassette sermons in Egypt. See 
Hirschkind (2006). 




recitation with the correct vocalization and the proficiency in pronunciation of the Arabic 
letters were the immediate and for the most part, lasting goals of Quranic literacy.6 Thus 
the turn towards meaning and comprehension over the last two decades, has raised 
questions about how the registers of understanding have altered to accommodate a 
reading of the Quran where knowing for oneself its meaning is increasingly cited as the 
metric by which to measure faith and one’s commitment to the path of becoming a ‘true’ 
Muslim.7 This shift in practice, I suggest, may be attributed to the ways in which the 
terms ‘meaning’ and ‘understanding’ of the Quran, have acquired a salience in the last 
two decades. Women students and teachers of Quran study institutes with whom I 
worked with believed that a knowledge of the Quran at an individual and personal level 
would give them the capacities to discern between the right and wrong (often referred to 
as Islamic or un-Islamic). The ability to become ethically capable and discern for oneself 
if one was truly living an Islamic way of life was cited as the most common reason for 
why many women took to studying the Quran in this manner.8 For example, 
                                                
6 Many women I spoke to attested to the fact that they had in fact received this form of Quranic education 
while growing up in Pakistan. Most women (and men) do not proceed beyond learning Arabic except in 
relation to the vocalization of Quranic text. However, because of the availability of Quran translations and 
commentaries in the vernaculars, people at times use them for clarification of personal and family 
problems. For example, the use of the Quran as a predictor of future events, a practice referred to as faal 
nikaalnan, was commonly performed to predict outcomes of marriage proposals or other issues in which 
the questioner sought divine guidance for direction. The person seeking the answer would normally recite a 
supplication and then randomly open the Quran. The first verse on the page would be interpreted to decide 
if the outcome would be positive or negative. This practice is increasingly being viewed as ‘shirk’ for 
prediction of the future is not looked upon favorably among the emergent practices of worship. 
 
7 It must be qualified that knowledge of the Quran only for purposes of comprehension is not considered 
the end. Practice shaped by the Quran’s edicts is the overarching goal. Additionally, the shift where 
meaning is privileged doesn’t discount the necessity for correct vocalization of the text nor does a reading 
which privileges comprehension replace or substitute ‘reading as recitation’. Rather correct reading is 
envisioned as constituted by both the reproduction of the ‘accurate’ vocalization of Quranic letters/words 
and the ability to read in order to comprehend meaning. Similarly correct pronunciation, is seen as being 
connected to the articulation of the Quranic text in its most authentic and correct form. In another chapter I 
describe the different ‘session’s which comprise Quran study in the institute. Of these both recitation 
(tajweed) and tafsir are core features of Quranic study. 
 




‘Understanding the Quran’ is one of the most popular courses with women who engage in 
Quranic study. This course is described as attempting to enhance the Quran’s meaning for 
‘ordinary women from all walks of life’. Both Maududi’s Quranic commentary and the 
Quran study institutes that are part of this dissertation indicate their goal as providing the 
‘ordinary’ reader with the necessary capacities for their inculcation into the world of 
Quranic interpretation. The imbrications of the terms ‘ordinary’ and ‘understanding’ in 
the two discursive contexts signal not only the shared goal of these forms of reading but 
they both depend upon the idea of the individual as a volitional actor in the pursuit of 
Quranic knowledge which is shaped through the confluence of an interpretive agency and 
a belief in God’s authority. Using an accessible language and formats of study which 
many women are familiar with, they echo Maududi’s conception of reading the Quran 
which he highlights in his commentary. 
 
Journalist or Alim: Maududi’s Training 
Maulana Abul Ala Maududi’s contribution to the development of a political 
language of Islam, particularly the idea of an Islamic State, is considered by many to be 
his most significant achievement. Noteworthy in accounts of Maududi’s life is that his 
early education consisted of studies in the Quran, Hadith, Urdu, Arabic and Persian 
which were undertaken at home, and although he later went on to study the dars-e-
nizami, he distanced himself from the forms of religious education offered by the 
madrassa viewing it as a dated and moribund system which had not adapted to the social 
                                                                                                                                            
8 One of the reasons women cited of why they opted to study the Quran was precisely the notion that they 
wanted to know for themselves what the Quran ‘said’. In other words, they did not want the Quran to be 
mediated by someone for them but demanded direct access to its meaning which they believed they would 
be able to do after studying it, thus providing them with the powers of discernment. The argument that the 
text was in fact being mediated for them by the teacher is of little analytical value here in so far as 
understanding women’s desires and motivations because they believe that they are being given with this 
skill.  




and political imperatives of that period.9 While he studied with some of the leading ulema 
of his time, he had a conflictual relationship with this class of scholars, perhaps for what 
he perceived was an attitude of disengagement on their part. His career as a journalist 
started from an early age, as did his political activism which was initially directed against 
colonial rule.10 However, over time, he became increasingly focused on developing an 
ideological framework for statehood which drew upon Islamic principles even though he 
is known to have opposed to the idea of the creation of Pakistan. Nevertheless, 
Maududi’s name ranks high among those who conceptualized the idea of an Islamic state 
and its attendant modes of governing (Ahmad 1991; Nasr 1996).  
Maududi was a prolific writer, authoring numerous books and tracts during his 
lifetime. His approach to reading the Quran, reflected in the introductory pages of 
Tafhimul-Quran provides insight into what the turn towards a popular hermeneutics of 
the Quran entailed. In it he urged his readers to discard the norms and habits of 
conventional reading in their pursuit of a deeper understanding of the Quran. However, 
paradoxically, he modeled his commentary on the literary conventions of modern Urdu 
prose that were employed at that time and which privileged accessible and easy-to-
understand language, a methodical presentation, and the eschewing of poetic language 
and metaphor. Maududi’s didactic tone in the prefaratory remarks to his commentary 
echoed an added trend in Urdu prose which focused on producing instructive and 
remedial literature meant for the reform of the Muslim community in South Asia which 
                                                
9 The dars-e-nizami is the standardized curriculum used in madaris in India and Pakistan. Developed in the 
eighteenth century by Mullah Nizamuddin of Farangi Mahal, it was used by madaris of varying affiliations. 
See Metcalf (1982), Robinson (2001) and Zaman (2002) . 
 
10 See Ahmad (1991) and Nasr (1996) for a list of Muslim newspapers with which Maududi was associated 
as well as his political activities in the height of the anti-colonial activities in the 1920s and 1930s in North 
India. 




was popularly viewed to be in decline.11 Yet this seemingly utilitarian quality was 
simultaneously underwritten by an approach to reading the Quran in which the condition 
of conviction in God’s authority and the finality of Prophethood were considered to be 
the necessary preconditions for the enterprise. Such a practice of reading intended to 
produce in the reader a consciousness of the edicts and injunctions of the Quran in ways 
that acknowledged the need to critically evaluate the textual quality of the Quranic verses 
in light of the particular historical context while at the same time reading the text with the 
belief in God’s omnificence. Maududi’s prefatory remarks offered in his commentary 
delineated the approaches that he used in constructing his interpretation. More important, 
it outlined for the reader, a schema for how to undertake a reading of the Quran 
underlining the manner of reading and the attitude of the reader that would allow for the 
Quran’s intentionality to be full realized. This encompassed his vision of the new reader 
and new reading practices of the Quran and the kinds of capacities and sensibilities they 
must possess to read this text. 
Scholars have posited the place of reflection in what have been previously 
deemed as uncritical practices of reading to suggest a re-examination and offered 
alternate views on reflection; in these instances reading is fueled by love, duty, 
obedience, devotion or any other such reasonably ineffable conditions (presumably all 
emanating from faith) (Hirschkind 2006; Hollywood 2004; Mahmood 2005; Warner 
                                                
11 Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, Muslim reform movements produced an array of institutions 
ranging from Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s Aligarh Muslim College, to the seminary in Deoband. From this 
period onwards, a number of male reformers took up the cause of women’s education. These included 
Ashraf Ali Thanvi, Rashidul Khairi, Nazir Ahmad to name a few, producing what has been termed as 
didactic literature for the South Asian Muslim women’s reform. Driven by the need to purge undesirable 
practices from the lives of Muslims, especially women, which they perceived was rooted in custom; they 
emphasized educational reform as the solution to this problem. One outcome of this push for reform was 
the introduction of new genres of texts, such as ladies home journals, manuals and the didactic novel, for 
the purposes of reaching out to reading publics constituted by women who were literate in Urdu. For 
reform movements see Lelyveld (1978), Metcalf (1982) and Zaman (2002). 




2004).12  Although Maududi’s tafsir of the Quran identifies faith (the belief in divine 
guidance) as the most ascendant condition of reading, nevertheless, it attempts to 
cultivate in the reader a habit and propensity for critical reflection of the text. In 
discussing Maududi’s reading of the Quran, I attempt to show how the two are woven 
together such that categories such as religious, secular, critical, and uncritical cannot be 
sustained separately to draw an analysis. Before turning to Maududi’s text, I briefly turn 
to a history of the tradition of tafsir. 
 
The Principle of Coherence and the Conventions of Tafsir  
Establishing the thematic coherence of the Quran is cited as a defining feature of 
twentieth century tafsir. Maududi, like his contemporaries, believed in the Quran’s 
essential coherence and found ways to explain and thread together what he argued 
appeared at first sight, a disjointed and fragmented Quranic narrative. In this section, I 
outline the shifts in the genre of tafsir over time to highlight a few key differences 
between classical and modern forms of tafsir.  
Considered one of the key intellectual traditions within Islam, Quranic exegesis 
(tafsir), is the discursive realm within which the Quran’s meaning is fashioned. Although 
classical Quranic commentaries shared some general conventions of the genre, specific 
genealogies reflected in the tafsir signaled the intellectual proclivity of the author (Calder 
1993; Saleh 2004). Constituted by definable characteristics, classical tafsir narratives 
follow “a complex body of rules” (Calder 1993:106). These included the presence of and 
reference to the complete canonical text, the citation of authoritative voices in 
explications and clarifications (of meaning) and lastly the referencing within linguistic 
                                                
12 As pointed out by both Warner and Hollywood, there is little consensus on what the terms critical and 
uncritical mean (Hollywood 2004; Warner 2004).  




and “ideological structures” (Calder 1993:105).13  Another notable feature of the classical 
commentaries was the hermeneutical approach used in constructing Quran’s meaning. 
Compared to the modern commentaries which effectively visualize the surah as the 
interpretive unit, classical commentaries used a “linear-atomistic” mode of interpretation 
where each verse (ayat) or, at the most, a composite of a few adjacent verses were 
considered together in building an interpretation (Mir 1986:1).14  
In contrast to the character of classical tafsir described above, modern tafsir have 
absorbed a different set of conventions. The conceptual shifts in the textual approach to 
Quranic interpretation beginning in the nineteenth century with modernists in South Asia 
like Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-1898) and the Egyptian Mohammed Abduh (1849-1905), 
intended to inject rationality and reason into the interpretive discourses governing 
Quranic commentaries.15 Later trends, particularly in the works of Maulana Hamid Uddin 
Abdul Hamid Al Farahi (1863-1930) and his student Maulana Amin Ahsan Islahi (1906-
1997) of South Asia concerned themselves with proving the coherence (nazm) and unity 
in the Quran by locating the unifying theme within a surah.16 Maududi and his 
                                                
13 Ideological structures are also described by Calder as independent structures and relate to existing 
structures of law, theology, eschatology and prophetic history (biographies and ‘stories’ of the prophet—
Qisas al-anbiya). See Calder (1993) and McAuliffe (2006). It should be noted that while these schematics 
are helpful in outlining the basic pattern of a tafsir, they do not highlight the multiple views that shaped and 
influenced the production of meaning of the Quran. For instance, while some muffasiroon (exegetes) used 
rational reasoning as the basis of explication (tafsir bil ray), others attempted to disclose the meaning using 
a spiritual ‘sense’ (tafsir bil-Ishara). See Ahmad (1989) for an elaboration of these categories of tafsir. 
 
14The assertion for thematic unity in the individual Surah, as opposed to the classical method which took 
the verse as the unit of interpretation, was made by Hamid uddin Farahi. The Quran is made up of one 
hundred and fourteen Suwar (sing. Surah) which have been at times translated into English as chapters. The 
lengths of the Suwar and their sites of revelation vary. According to tradition, the Quran was revealed in 
parts, over a period of nearly twenty-three years. The date of its organization into a complete form is 
contested as some argue that it was done by the Prophet Muhammed himself—others are inclined to argue 
that it was done later. See Farahi (2008) 
 
15 See Euben (1999) for a nuanced discussion of reason in Muhammad Abduh’s thought and Rippin (2001) 
for a discussion of Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s Quranic commentary.  
 




contemporary, Sayyid Qutb of Egypt (1906-1966)  have also argued for a ‘coherence’ on 
the basis of individual suwar although neither used the term nazm and each arrived at it 
from differing perspectives (Boullata 2000b; Maududi n.d.; Mir 1986; Nasr 1996).17 The 
need to render the Quran ‘meaningful’ through signifying its thematic coherence appears 
to be a principal feature of Quranic exegesis of the twentieth century particularly in those 
intellectual circles where the early training of these exegetes was not exclusively in the 
Islamic learning institution of the madrassa. This conceptual turn has been analyzed as a 
response to the colonial and orientalist deprecation of the Quran as disjointed and 
incoherent (Boullata 2000b; Mir 1986).18 I would add that such an approach to Quranic 
interpretations is also indicative of a paradigm shift in textual cultures of colonized 
societies which saw the increased valence of epistemological models which privileged 
rationality and order in organizing texts, institutions and knowledge (Cohn 1996; Dirks 
1993; Messick 1996; Mitchell 1988; Scott 1999). 
The establishment of coherence of the Quran for modern exegetes, as mentioned 
above, was considered an important defense against the charge of its incoherence. For 
Maududi, it also appeared to be relevant for constructing a narrative alongside the divine 
text that engaged an ‘ordinary’ reader with the Quran’s meaning in ways that would 
                                                                                                                                            
16 The idea of nazm, according to Mir has also been cited by exegetes from the medieval period as a 
modality for interpretation. However, as they clarify, although the term nazm is similar, the unit to which 
the principle of coherence is applied is different. In classical tafsir, it refers to a coherent idea or theme 
expressed in a few adjoining verses whereas the twentieth century conception of nazm takes the whole 
surah as its basis for abstraction of the theme. See previous footnote for a list of works relating to nazm and 
Quranic coherence. See (Mir 1986). 
 
17 Many verses of a particular surah, it is widely believed, were revealed at different times and organized 
post revelation into a surah. In other words, the organization of the Quran does not match up with the 
chronological sequence of the revelation of verses. See Boullata (2000b). 
 
18In the case of Sayyid Qutb’s Quranic commentary, Boulatta has suggested that the call for unity in 
modern Arabic poem was an influencing factor in Qutb’s concept of unity of the Quran. See Boulatta 
(2000b). 




mimic the formats of texts that such readers were familiar with.19 Maududi’s assertion of 
the Quran’s essential coherence opened up the conceptual space for him to argue for the 
adoption of a methodological approach which took into account the historical, linguistic 
and cultural nuances of its time. The idea of coherence also produced a new narrative 
style, I suggest, one which silenced what Norman Calder has described as multivocality 
of the older forms where competing voices were inserted to establish a genealogy of 
relationship through the variations in meaning (Calder 1993). Establishing the Quran’s 
thematic coherence here became reflected in the ways in which a tafsir narrative could 
proceed forward determined by the logic of unity.  
 
Reimagining the Quran and its reader  
Maududi’s Tafhimul-Quran, described as the “finest expression of Maududi’s 
thought, depth of scholarship and elegance of literary style” is considered one of the most 
widely read commentaries in the Urdu language (Ahmad 1991:465). In general, the 
lucidity of his Urdu prose, and the breadth of Maududi’s scholarship is considered the 
strength of his writing (Ahmad, 1991).20 Tafhimul-Quran is written to provide an 
accessible version of the Quran for a reader with no specialized training in the lingua 
franca of the Quran or the debates of its affiliated discipline, ulum-ul Quran. But it is 
more than merely a simplified version of the Quran. With its attention to creating a 
logical and unified prose, it extends and bends the conventions of the genre and 
subsequently the ways in which the Quran is comprehended.  
                                                
19 Maududi clearly stated that in conveying the meaning of the Quran he could not add to the actual text of 
the Quran for it was divine word. However, a tafsir, he argued would allow him to present the ‘real’ and 
intended meaning of the text in elaborate and unlimited ways without compromising the divinity of the 
Quran. 
 
20 For a general discussion of shifts in the style of Urdu prose, see Qureshi (1996) For a discussion of 
politics, Urdu language and identity see Faruqi (2008) and Jalal (2000). 




While recognizing the vast literature already available on Quranic exegesis, 
Maududi’s aim, as he describes it in the preface, is to present an interpretation of the 
Quran that is somewhat different than what was normally undertaken in the field of 
Quranic exegesis at the time. In his words, it was driven by the need to fill a lacuna in the 
otherwise rich and extensive field of Quranic exegesis which was only accessible to the 
specialized world of scholars and other exegetes but to a non-specialist as well. Written 
not for the erudite scholar of Islam who had a solid command over the Arabic language 
and was conversant with the debates related to tafsir, Maududi’s Tafhimul-Quran was 
imagined for an ‘ordinary’ educated reader of a middle class background, presumably 
one who had no familiarity with the Arabic language but possessed a keen interest in the 
Quran. For this reader, the (technical) arguments related to the scholarly world of tafsir 
had little value in enlightening him with “the true essence of the Book”(Maududi n.d.:5). 
Although Maududi never openly disparaged the then existing scholarship on tafsir in his 
introductory remarks, his interpretation suggests that he considered the debates in the 
field of tafsir as unconnected to its “true understanding” for these did not provide readers 
with the Quran’s essential reality (6). He further argued that the Quran’s true meaning 
was not meant to be disclosed for a purely cognitive understanding of the Quran. Instead, 
reading the Quran with this approach to semantic comprehension was to be able to instill 
is injunctions, lessons and morals into praxis meant to enhance the observance of Islamic 
life. 
Maududi’s tafsir is in a language that is simple and straightforward, and for the 
most part appears undisturbed by the contestations and varying interpretations of past 
exegetes. Tafhimul Quran represents a break from the classical forms of tafsir, in which 
genealogies and hierarchies constituted a key component of the genre form (Calder 1993; 




Saleh 2004). Where several voices inundated the pages of tafsir in its earlier iterations, 
and each verse echoed multiple positions and nuanced meaning (what he viewed as 
‘technical’ arguments), Maududi’s interpretation attempted to bring order to a perceived 
dissonance and in the process permit the ‘real meaning’ of the Quranic text to emerge. 
This, according to him, would allow for the desired effect of the Quran to work on its 
reader. 
As mentioned earlier, Maududi was part of a larger movement within the tradition 
of tafsir, which aimed to bring reading and interpretation in line with the imperatives that 
emerged in the Muslim world around the middle of the nineteenth century in which the 
certainty of science was an emerging influence in shaping the discourse of faith. For 
example, Mohammed Abduh, a rationalist, is one of the earliest of the modern exegetes 
to introduce a style of tafsir narrative that excised the “philological and syntactical 
analysis” and terminology that are considered hallmark of classical commentaries, in 
favor of making tafsir more accessible to a modern reader (Riddell 2001:87). While 
Maududi, like Sayyid Qutb was certainly inclined towards making the Quran more 
accessible for his readers, he remained steadfast that a reader could only fully partake of 
the Quran’s edificatory effects if the reading was predicated on the belief of God’s 
authority.21 This, Maududi argued, regardless of the reader’s own faith, was the asl 
(reality) of the Quran that the reader had to acknowledge in order to gain the true 
meaning of the text.  
                                                
21 Some of Maududi’s explanations are grounded in a language of political economy where he attributes the 
intentions of certain human acts to political and economic reason. For example, the attack by the 
Abyssinians forces on Kaaba (mentioned above), was according to Maududi, motivated by the need to 
strengthen their political and economic position. However, it should be noted that such motives were 
assigned only to the human element in the narrative. Maududi does not deny the phenomenon of miracles 
as acts of God designed to carry out an annihilation of the Abyssinians in return. 




In considering the shifts in style and conventions of tafsir as a genre new currents 
in Urdu prose that had emerged in the mid-nineteenth century need to be acknowledged 
as a significant influence upon Maududi’s style of writing and his approach to reading. 
As stated above, Maududi’s exegesis of the Quran was necessitated by his view that there 
existed a dearth of textual sources for an ‘ordinary’ reader who desired a deeper 
knowledge of the Quran. Woven within this desire, I suggest, was the novel approach to 
the Urdu language that had been jointly shaped by the colonial state’s need for an 
administrative language and an internal call for its reform. Modern Urdu litterateurs such 
as Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Altaf Hussain Hali, and Shibli Nomani developed and 
propagated the use of a simple language for Urdu prose (Holt et al. 1970; Qureshi 1996). 
Set amidst the changes and flux that Urdu prose in general was undergoing, the Quran’s 
rendering into this particular vernacular was susceptible to the discourse of linguistic 
reform that had inspired such forms of writing. Grafting conventions from modern 
western literature onto local literary genres, these authors are seen to have introduced the 
turn in Urdu literature which privileged the use of simple Urdu, fluency and flow in the 
narrative over the use of ‘ornate’ styles of writing (Holt et al. 1970). Viewed under these 
conditions, the rendering of Quranic exegesis which favored an easily read narrative style 
must then also be attributed to the transformation of the textual culture and systems of 
reading and writing that took place in the nineteenth and twentieth century.  
The text of the commentary itself consists of both a translation of the Quran and 
an interpretation. Tafhimul Quran’s ‘chapters’ follow the Quran’s sequence and titles of 
the suwar (sing: surah) which number one hundred and thirteen—the total number of 
suwar is one hundred and fourteen (the last two have been collapsed into a single 
chapter). However, despite its completeness, the tafsir which extends beyond five 




hundred pages may be considered somewhat concise compared to other exegetical texts 
which were lengthier, consisting usually of over a thousand pages. In addition to the one 
hundred and thirteen chapters of the commentary are two prefaratory chapters, the 
Debachah (Preface) and the Muqaddamah (Introduction) in which Maududi prepares the 
reader for reading the Quran that is to follow. In the Debachah, his main concern is to 
explain his preference for interpretation over translation as a modality for comprehension. 
While recognizing the place of translations as necessary in the approach to Quranic 
reading, he argues against merely a translation and lays out for the reader what he sees 
are the problems with word to word translations and how they impede Quranic 
comprehension. The Muqaddamah, considerably longer than the Debachah, is the 
chapter in which Maududi’s theory of Quran reading becomes apparent, including the 
need to establish a theme, subject and topic of the Quran.  
The commentary of the Quran follows the sequence of the suwar as they appear in 
the original text. Each chapter (surah), in turn, is prefaced with an introductory section 
which aims to provide the reader with the context and historical significance and the 
objective and topic of the surah as a whole. This section is analytical in nature, 
referencing historical events, and social and legal conditions and needs as the basis for 
defining the objectives of each surah.22 The commentary of the Quranic text which 
follows is also organized systematically to follow the sequence of verse. Appearing on 
the top of each page are a few verses of the Quran in their original form followed by a 
translation which occupies the middle of the page.23 The bottom third of the page is 
                                                
22 Although each surah is prefaced with this introductory section which share the general qualities 
described above, they do not follow a standard pattern in terms of what kinds of sub-topics or themes are 
used to organized this section. 
 




followed by a detailed commentary in numbered paragraphs, each paragraph 
corresponding to the verse of the Quran. While Maududi retains the numbering sequence 
of the ayaat to structure his interpretation, for longer verses, he introduces a new 
numbering pattern which breaks the verse into even smaller parts. This numbering gets 
reflected in both the translation and interpretation, presumably for the ease of the reader.  
The general tone of Tafhimul-Quran, including its introductory chapters, resists 
the overtly political ideological language which Maududi has been most commonly 
identified with. This is not to suggest that Maududi does not engage in an ideologically 
driven debate. For his critique of the inadequacies of previous Quranic translations (and 
commentaries) which are products of the long-standing tradition of Quranic exegesis is, 
in fact, a critique of ‘tradition’ which he viewed as having become ossified for its over-
concern with technicalities and scholarly language. At the same time, Maududi remained 
within the tradition precisely because he used hermeneutical principles derived from the 
tradition itself, albeit in ways that stretched and extended the scope of the tafsir. For 
example, in interpreting the text, Maududi used Quranic verses to interpret other verses 
of the Quran. He also used hadith sources for constructing his commentaries. These 
principles are common features of classical commentaries. However, his tafsir is silent on 
past interpretations. Presumably in Maududi’s view these voices from the past would 
have not had much referential value for the new reader of the modern tafsir.  
 
The Problem of Translation 
                                                                                                                                            
23 The translation offered by Maududi is not a word to word translation but a translation that maintains the 
flow and sense of the sentence. At times, translations of the Quran tend to translate short phrases of the 
verse rather than the whole verse which often creates a disjointed sentence leaving the reader to determine 
the sequence of words. 




As mentioned earlier, Maududi’s exegetical style favored the use of an 
interpretive modality which, he argued, would allow for its ‘essence’ to be revealed to the 
reader. This form of reflection, I would suggest, involved the cultivation of a certain 
sensibility in the reader to note the Quran’s use of language, style and occasion as a way 
to enter into its true meaning. One of the ways which Maududi is able to create this 
sensibility in his reader is to make her aware of the deficiencies of literal translation 
which I discuss in this section. 
For Walter Benjamin, “the task of the translator consists in finding that intended 
effect [intention] upon the language into which he is translating which produces in it the 
echo of the original” (1968:76). Benjamin’s consideration of translations, as he states, is 
driven by the need to understand the “effect” that translations have on language, rather 
than the mundane task of conveying meaning (for a reader). Benjamin views translations 
which considered the reader as the point of departure as necessarily “bad translations” 
since all that such translations could effectively accomplish was imparting information 
(76). In contrast, Maududi’s hermeneutical endeavor begins with the reader. Maududi’s 
critique of literal translations, unlike Benjamin’s, is built on the basis of the inadequacy 
of literal translations to have the ‘intended effect’ on the reader rather than on language. 
He ascribes to language, particularly Quranic language, an intentionality that the 
literalness of translations could not capture. Maududi’s view of the Quran thus is that of a 
text that has intentionality, not just because it is divine word but that it is the word of God 
articulated through the Prophet for a purpose. A purpose, he argued, which literal 
translations obscure because of their limitations in reflecting the reality of the Quran. For 
Maududi, a substantive power of the Quran’s effectiveness lay in its literary qualities 
which, he argued, could move the reader in profound ways. Translations which attempted 




to reproduce Quranic text as a mirror image rather than sought the ‘the intended effect’ of 
the text on the reader were inadequate for the task of rendering the Quran meaningful for 
its readers.  
Although Maududi did not consider literal translation an adequate modality for 
rendering the Quran meaningful, he nevertheless included both a translation and an 
interpretation in his Tafhimul Quran. However, he identifies his role in crafting the tafsir 
as that of an interpreter rather than a translator. Thus he states, “In this book, I have 
abandoned the method of word to word translation and adopted that of a free translation 
(azad tarjumani)” (6). For Maududi, a translation though necessary was limited, 
especially in the case of the Quran, because it only allowed for linear conversions of 
Quranic words into their vernacular forms. A translator, by necessity, had to take each 
word in isolation of its larger context, producing a composite of words which though 
reflecting the gist of the sentence, could not adequately reflect its meaning. In his critique 
of translations, he highlights the disjointed and superficial nature of translations. 
Interpretation, by implication was the act in which the author of the commentary could 
see beyond the immediate meaning of the word, and put it into its context thus revealing 
for the reader, what the ‘essential’ meaning of the Quran was. He further argued that 
translations were incapable of effectively rendering oral speech (the form in which the 
Quran was revealed), into a written form, a maneuver which required a greater sensitivity 
to the ways in which oral speech differs from its written counterpart. I elaborate on each 
point below. 
While Maududi did not consider the method of literal translation (lafzi tarjuma) 
‘incorrect’, he nevertheless argued that it was inadequate for a non-Arabic speaker since 
it only allowed the reader a limited view of what was being communicated in a verse. 




Maududi’s description of the limitations of translation are as much about the problems 
encountered in relation to style as they are about the affective power of written language. 
His critique is buttressed by the view that a literal translation was unable to capture those 
qualities of the Quran’s language and meaning that have the power to stir the senses 
which were seen to be a necessary outcome of reading the Quran. He states: 
The first thing one senses when reading a literal translation of the Quran is 
that the fluency of composition, the force of the statement, the eloquence 
of language and the affects of the speech are absent [in the translation]. 
Under the lines of the Quran one finds lifeless expressions, reading which 
neither enraptures the soul, nor does it raise the hair on one’s ends, nor 
does it make the eyes tear, nor does it create a storm in one’s emotions, 
nor does he feel that after captivating his intellect and thought, something 
is coming to settle in his heart and liver.24 In reading a translation, one 
does not only not feel such effects but is also often left wondering, is this 
really the book that the world was challenged to bring an equivalent to?  
(7) 
  
What is notable in this description of the experience of reading is that not only are bodily 
sensations important signifiers of the power of the Quranic text, these sensations are the 
response to literary qualities of the Quran—“fluency of composition”, “force of the 
statement” and “the eloquence of language”. Maududi believed translations could not 
fully capture the power of the Quranic verse because:  
the filter of literal translations only allows the dry ingredients of a 
medicine to be retained. As for the strong spirit of its literary qualities 
which have suffused the real lines of the Quran, none of that is evident in 
the translations. (7)25  
 
                                                
24 The use of the term liver (Urdu: Jigar) may appear odd but the liver has historically been considered 
equivalent to the heart as a seat of emotion. A number of figurative terms like jigari dost (beloved friend), 
jigar ka tukra (lit.: piece of my liver), jigar doz (heart piercing) are commonly used in Urdu to connote the 
importance of a relationship or the depth of feeling.  
 
25 The emphasis here is mine. The term Maududi used for real is asl, a term that was used also to describe 
the reality of the Quran or “Quran ki asl”, a reality that could not be revealed through a superficial reading 
of the Quran. Maududi uses the term spirit in its English form to refer to the ‘liquid’ part of medicine (or its 
ethanolic content) which it is understood evaporates on contact with air. Its use here would carry these 
connotations for the reader gesturing to the evanescent, invisible qualities of Quranic verse which Maududi 
believes cannot be captured by translations. 




In other words, he argued that while translations could superficially convey the contents 
of the text, they fell short when it came to communicating the literary qualities of the 
Quran which, in his opinion, furnished it with its requisite effectiveness and its success in 
“softening the hearts of its most extreme critics” (7).26 Using medicine as a metaphor to 
describe the Quran, Maududi outlines his view of it as a text which had the power to cure 
social ills when it was read correctly. This view of the Quran suggests that reading the 
text through an interpretive rather than a translatory mode afforded the reader with the 
ability to understand the remedial qualities of its commands and injunctions while also 
appreciating the ‘spirit’ which suffused it. He further added that translations prevented a 
reader from experiencing the Quran’s full effects for they forced the reader to read in 
short, individual verse rather than as a continuous, uninterrupted narrative. 
In addition to the deficiencies of translations, articulated as a problem of meaning, 
Maududi also believed that translations could not render the ‘oral’ nature of the Quran’s 
language in meaningful ways (9). He argued that the style of Quranic speech was oral in 
nature because it had been revealed to the Prophet orally and not as written speech. And 
for Maududi, the language of orality was radically different from the language used for 
writing. He suggested that because of the distance between author and reader, writing 
necessitated a methodical and careful approach in order to maintain the continuity of 
thought and argument. For instance, he argued, in writing qualifying (or parenthetical) 
sentences needed to be placed such that they did not interfere with the flow of the 
narrative. Oration, on the other hand, was not limited by such constraints because both 
the orator and his audience were face-to-face. As such, by merely shifting the tone and 
style of his speech, the orator could convey the nature of sentences that is their 
                                                
26 Here Maududi is making a reference to the referring to the staunch opposers of the tribe of Quraysh who 
are seen as the ‘cruel and hard-hearted’ unbelievers (kuffar) of the early days of Islam. 




oppositional or explicatory intents, without necessarily interrupting the flow. Oral speech, 
he argued, was immensely flexible in accommodating different grammatical forms, 
tenses and ‘voices’ in a single narrative which enhanced its aesthetic qualities. On the 
other hand, he stated, if the same method was used in a written form, the resulting 
narrative would be chaotic and incoherent, producing in the reader a sensation of 
disjointedness, a feeling, he states, that readers of Quran translations often experienced 
precisely because translations could not account for the shifts between written and oral 
speech. 
 
The Asl (Reality) of the Quran and its Reading Subject27 
In this section I discuss the concepts and claims that undergird Maududi’s 
interpretation. His notion of asl, (lit.: real. authentic) which he considers the deepest 
‘reality of the Quran’, is discussed in some detail to highlight the contours of his 
argument. Maududi argued that an unerring belief in the divine would lend the required 
order and logic to the Quran, necessary for making it legible for its reader. The concept 
asl is important for an additional aspect. In describing the ‘reality’ of the Quran, Maududi 
sets up for the reader the historical necessity for man’s guidance by God through 
Prophets and messengers, and in doing so, reveals how he conceptualizes the reading 
subject of the Quran.  
Knowing and accepting the asl of the Quran is the precondition for it true 
understanding, states Maududi in the chapter titled Muqaddamah. The term asl, though 
literally meaning real (or genuine), is used to describe a complex of concepts constituted 
                                                
27 As mentioned earlier (footnote 4), the term asl here has been translated as ‘real’ rather than ‘root’, 
‘origin’ or ‘foundation’ to reflect Maududi’s usage of the term. The term as deployed here ties in both its 
meaning in the scholarly context of ‘root’ as well as the colloquial usage of ‘asl’ as reality of a textual 
nature.  




and simultaneously grounded in related notions of essence, reality and origins .28 The asl 
of the Quran, as outlined by Maududi, is not only about the essence and true meaning of 
the Quran. It also interconnects the reality (meaning) of the Quran with what he 
considered were essential human qualities: intellect, power to reason and discern and the 
freedom to choose. These qualities were however juxtaposed alongside a necessary 
recognition of God’s authority, as the key ingredients necessary for unlocking the logic of 
the Quran and for allowing its meaning to be revealed to the reader. The tension 
emerging from this particular juxtaposition was for Maududi what constituted the ‘asl’ of 
the Quran. 
Outlined in sufficient detail, Maududi’s concept hinges upon Man’s obedience to 
God and the power of choice vested in him to follow God’s commands. In detailing what 
the asl of the Quran is constituted by, Maududi argues that man was created by God’s 
will and He instilled in man the capacities of knowledge, thought and intellect; the ability 
to distinguish between right and wrong; the power of choice and intent; and finally 
autonomy. At the same time, he argued, man was sent to the world as his viceregent with 
the condition that he had to live in this world under God’s laws in order to achieve the 
fruits of the hereafter and that the obedience of these laws, would earn him a place in 
heaven but disobeying these laws would result in the banishment of man to hell. Despite 
Maududi’s dramatic and dire warnings, the act of choice itself is not abrogated—for a 
person is free to disobey Quranic injunctions if he so chooses. While Adam and Eve, he 
stated, were created by God with a perfect understanding of reality and the knowledge of 
obedience to God as the true way of life, human generations since that first generation 
strayed from their true path and instead began engaging in idolatory, materialism and the 
                                                
28 The English translation of Maududi’s Tafhimul Quran, translated asl as reality or real nature. See 
Maududi (1973).   




pursuit of superficial desires. He argued that because God had instilled the capacities of 
choice and autonomy in man, it went against God’s plans to force man to obey His 
command or destroy him for his refusal to obey. Rather, he argued, they must be 
convinced by someone from among them to return to the true path for which he sent 
messengers to re-instill the values of the first generation of humans in the subsequent 
generations who had strayed from this path, that is, obedience to the laws of God. Of 
these, Prophet Muhammad was the final messenger, sent to invite not only the 
unbelievers but also the followers of previous Prophets to create a community of 
believers who would not only work to fulfill God’s message and laws but also work to 
improve and transform the world they lived in. Maududi’s argument, encased in this pre-
Islamic historical account, is significant for understanding what he considered were 
essential human qualities—autonomy and the freedom of choice. However, these were to 
be tempered by the belief in God’s authority. 
The Quran’s asl for Maududi, represents and encodes the divine word compiled in 
the Quran, as much as it outlines man’s necessary qualities and duties in this world under 
God’s guidance as articulated through the Quran. This is further emphasized by Maududi 
when he suggests that “ After knowing what the asl of the Quran is, it becomes easier for 
the reader to understand what its subject is, what its primary topic is, and what its 
aim/objective is” (19). For Maududi, the Quran’s “subject is man with regard to what is 
the real basis for his betterment and his demise” (19). Its topic is to reveal the reality of 
man’s creation, that is obedience to God, and its aim is for the adoption the ‘correct 
attitude’ (sahih ravayya) for the attainment of submission to God. These three aspects 
together constitute the Quran’s asl. 




The concept of asl is also a means for the reader to negotiate, what Maududi 
suggested is the Quran’s unconventional textual condition. In an earlier section of the 
introduction, Maududi described for the reader the feelings of confusion that a first-time 
reader of the Quran experiences. The reader, he stated, expects that this text like others 
would follow a logical order and that it would be divided into chapters, each discussing 
an aspect of human existence and the associated injunctions and laws. However, he 
added, this is not the case for the Quran’s style of discourse is unlike anything 
encountered in another book. It not only mixes matters of faith with advice about ethics 
and manners, religious injunctions, historical events, warnings, proof of creation, 
justifications, consolations, critique and so on, they appear without any seeming order. In 
sum, Maududi suggested that the first time reader would be baffled by the apparent 
disorder of the Quran for it appears to have no thread which can tie together it’s 
‘disarray’. For a reader unfamiliar with the Quran, reading without internalizing its 
essence, Maududi argued, would only lead to the dangers of confusion and the 
misrecognition of its true meaning. A reader, Maududi stated, can be saved from his 
aimless wanderings of this book if he is told beforehand that: 
The book you are about to read is the only one of its kind; it has been 
composed unlike other books, and from the perspective of its topics, 
subject and order it is unique. Therefore the ‘textual’ model that you have 
in your mind will not help you to understand this book and might even 
pose a hindrance. If you want to save yourself from the danger [of 
misunderstanding] you must expel such pre-conceived notions from your 
mind and familiarize yourself with the extraordinary qualities of this book. 
(16) 
 
Maududi argued that if the principles of asl were kept in mind by the reader, he would 
note that the Quran had not digressed by even a “hair’s breadth” from its subject, topic 
and aim but had from the beginning to end, addressed all three components of asl in an 




effort to reveal to man the reality of his existence (16). What constituted this reality is not 
addressed specifically by Maududi nor does he attempt to summarize for the reader what 
this might entail since presumably the Quran was the holder of this reality. However, 
what the reader needed to know in advance of the reading so that he could effectively 
avail this knowledge was the subject, topic and objective of its composition. In this 
respect, the reality of the Quran was also framed as the logic of its coherence.  
 
 
Historical Context and Hermeneutics of the Quran  
Although Maududi had identified asl as the precondition which would shape the 
understanding of the Quran, he also believed that the meaning of individual suwar was 
intimately located in the historical context of its revelation. Maududi’s aim in his 
commentary then is to help the reader negotiate the Quran by expounding upon the 
qualities of its style and structure as well as the historical context in which it was 
revealed. 
In addition to the concept of asl, which might also be read as Maududi’s 
understanding of Quran’s ontological status, the reading of the Quran, he believed, 
needed to proceed with the reader being aware of the historical backdrop of its revelation. 
The concept of historical context is not new to Quranic hermeneutics, with classical 
commentaries taking what is conventionally referred to as the ‘occasion of revelation’ 
(asbab-ul-nuzul) as an important hermeneutical principle in the construction of meaning 
of the verse. In classical Quranic commentaries, the principle of asbab-ul-nuzul is defined 
as the special circumstances which prompted the revelation of a Quranic verse 




(McAuliffe et al. 2003). Providing a layer which ties meaning to historical fact, the 
principle of asbab-ul-nuzul of a particular verse is itself open to contestation.  
Although Maududi used the circumstances of revelation as a preface to each of 
the Quranic suwar, he also envisaged the Quranic revelations within a broader historical 
schematic. Dividing Islam’s emergence during the period of Quranic revelation (twenty-
three years) into three historical stages, he argued that each phase of this early history lent 
a specificity to the style, content and language of the Quran that were further indicative of 
the Muslim community’s changing position within the larger Arab society.29 For 
example, describing the earliest stage of revelation, Maududi argued that these verses 
were “comprised of shorter, phrases, the language of which was ….pure, sweet and 
powerful and colored to appeal to the literary tastes of its audience…so that it would 
connect with their hearts like a spear and lancet… ” (21). The language of the suwar, in 
other words, reflected the hues of their respective historical stage. On the general quality 
of the Quran, Maududi argued that although the declarations being made were universal 
truths, they were conditioned by the prevailing historical conditions and cast in the idiom 
of the cultural, ethical and moral languages of that time so that they would be easily 
comprehended by their audiences. Here history is not only being made to provide a 
justification for the style and content of the Quran, but refers to the Quran’s own 
awareness of its historical moment. He further argued that the Quran was particularly 
conditioned by its history because of the nature of the text. It was revealed as an 
invitation to the path of Islam and as such it was strategically relevant that its message 
and style be attuned to the ways in which it could attract its followers. Implicit in such a 
casting of the Quran is the notion that true meaning needs to be excavated from within 
                                                
29 A similar idea has been discussed by Ismail K. Poonawala in his study of Muhammed Izzat Darwaza’s 
Quranic commentary. See Poonawala (1993). 




the specific context of its historical origins, not unlike a recent critique of a secular 
hermeneutics, the aim of which has been identified as situating the text in its context 
(Mahmood 2006). However, unlike a secular understanding of a religious text, which 
foresees ‘meaning’ located in the reader’s subjective position, Maududi’s reader is meant 
to see the objective reality of the Quran as reliably and necessarily the authoritative word 
of God. History in this instance is applied to reveal the Quran’s underlying intentionality, 
which, according to Maududi, remains true for all ages.  
The significance of the layers of history that Maududi identifies in the Quranic 
text is not only a way to understand the stylistics and meaning of the verse or surah; it 
also determines the sequence, order and overall organization of the Quran. As mentioned 
above, Maududi, like his contemporary exegetes, considered establishing the coherence 
of the Quran an important task of his hermeneutical project. As such, the perception that 
the Quran was an inherently athematic text which suffered from a lack of order and was 
therefore unreadable was countered on the basis that it was a book that not only did not 
stray from its topic, its verses (suwar) and their sequence made complete sense if it was 
examined with the sensibility that Maududi had outlined in the introductory pages of his 
commentary. He argued that it went against the ‘temperament’ of the Quran to be 
organized topically for by nature it was a book that was composed of oral speeches 
revealed on the basis of a specific need. Further, that these speeches were meant “to 
appeal to the heart and mind, and the intellect and emotions” of its audience of the time 
(25). The intermixing of verses revealed in different locales and temporal periods within 
a section, Maududi argued, was a deliberate device of the Quran for it ensured that the 




varied contents of the two periods of revelation would always be within a reader’s sight.30 
This, he stated, would allow the reader a panoptic vision of the Quran’s various threads 
so that she would have available to her “the complete picture and comprehensive map of 
Islam”’ preventing her from being pulled in any single direction (27). Such a vision of the 
Quran, once again, emphasized its logic of organization requiring the reader to read with 
the prior belief in the Quran’s intentional logic. 
Maududi’s emphasis on a reading of the Quran which would emphasize and 
reveal its coherence was partly a response to the charges of incoherence and disorder that 
he states are leveled against the Quran by its critics. In proposing such a model of 
reading, Maududi advocated for a form of critical reflection of the Quran whereby the 
reader could, using capacities which enabled her to imagine the historical and cultural 
specificities of each revelation, arrive at the root essence of the meaning of that verse in 
particular, and of the Quran in general. This distance from the text, however, was not 
meant to put the reader outside of the affective realm of the Quran. Rather, the ability to 
access the abstract meaning of Quranic verse derived from its historical and cultural 
specificity was seen as permitting that emotionally charged connection to intensify, thus 
producing a reader who was not only able to understand the Quran and its objective but 
also nurture a conviction that was vital to constituting a believer.  
 
Devotional Understanding: Quran and Critical Reflection 
By proposing a reading of the Quran that was shaped by the considerations of his 
time as well as sensibilities for reflection on the Quran’s language, style and historical 
                                                
30In Quranic hermeneutics it is widely understood that there are two sites for the Quran’s revelation—the 
cities of Mecca and Medina. These spatially defined categories also divide up the ‘intent’ an quality of 
revelations that were received by the Prophet in that the Meccan verses related to the need of establishing 
God’s omnipotence and unity whereas verses reavealed in Medina were more in line with the growing 
needs for legal, political and social injunctions to guide the expanding Muslim population.  




context, Maududi invited a new kind of reader to the study of the Quran. One who had 
previously not participated in this form of Quranic reflection. Addressing his imagined 
reader, Maududi clarified that among the different types of readers interested in 
becoming familiar with the Quran, he was only concerned with those who sought a 
Quranic understanding for the purpose of guidance in life. Maududi’s counsel was to read 
the Quran (by which he meant reading his tafsir) with the care and attention necessary for 
undertaking a full study (muta’ala) of the Quran. He provides a methodology for reading 
the Quranic commentary not unlike the methods of research one would undertake in 
reading and preparing for a subject of the human or natural sciences. He suggested that in 
order for a reader to achieve a deeper understanding, the commentary should be read at 
least twice—first to get a general sense and the second time for a closer reading. This 
reader was also invited to read the commentary in a systematic fashion, with a notebook 
and pen in hand, poised to jot down questions, points of interest and notes for recall, and 
to make columns and tables which categorized the principles and attitudes which would 
be beneficial to him and those which would be detrimental. Repeating this exercise for 
the various topics mentioned in the Quran, Maududi stated, would give the reader a 
comprehensive picture of the life plan.  
A feature of Maududi’s program for Quranic reading that illuminates a complex 
relationship between reader and text is the agency which he attributes to the Quran. 
Maududi urged the reader to read the Quran with an open mind, with sincerity towards 
understanding it for otherwise it “would not open the doors of its meaning to them” (23). 
The Quran, in this respect, is seen not as a passive entity but is imbued with agency. 
Gaining full understanding of Quran’s real meaning did not only entail its reading. 
Maududi suggested, that in order to attain the full sense of what was encapsulated in this 




text, a reader had to “take the steps towards its message” as the Quran instructed (24). 
Maududi named this the “Quranic conduct”, an undertaking that would allow the 
individual to experience and encounter all the obstacles, trials and tribulations 
experienced by its earliest readers (24). As such, he suggested that even though the reader 
may not understand the meaning and usage of each and every word, the Quran would not 
withhold “its essence” from such a reader (24). In other words, the dialectic between 
meaning and practice would provide a sphere in which the Quran would reveal its true 
meaning to and for its reader. For Maududi, divine agency and human agency would 
work in tandem to produce an understanding of God’s word. 
Although the integration of Quranic injunctions into everyday practice appears as 
a necessary piece of advice offered by Maududi to the reader, it remains eclipsed by the 
emphasis he places on preparing the reader for a methodological study of the Quran. This 
may be explained by his own assertion that the Quran “was not a book of details but one 
of principles” (37). It was a book, he further stated, which “establishes the intellectual 
and ethical foundations with a completeness and defends them through reasoning and 
emotional appeal” thus providing the parameters for every aspect of life (37). This 
description may account for the ways in which his commentary of the Quran accentuates 
aspects that draw the reader’s attention to its language, style and historical specificity, 
aspects which would enable the reader to focus more on the abstract principles of the text. 
On the specific rules for everday practice, Maududi believed that the Sunnah (Prophetic 
tradition) provided the necessary details to guide man in daily life. His glossing of the 
details of everyday guidance is, I suggest, further evidence of the ways in which he 
renders the Quran into an object that needed to be understood on the basis of its 




abstractions and not in the literal ways that have often been ascribed to Maududi (and 
also to women readers in the site I examine). 
 
Conclusion  
The above account of Maududi’s Quranic commentary has been undertaken with 
the purpose of highlighting the manner in which Maududi sought to bring the realm of 
Quranic exegesis and that of the ‘ordinary’ reader into closer proximity. I have argued 
how the language, style and presentation of tafsir narratives were conformed according to 
prevailing conventions of Urdu prose of that time through which an ‘ordinary’ reader 
could most effectively avail the spiritual and moral benefits of the Quran. Emphasizing 
the historicity of not only the site of revelation of the Quranic Surah but also the 
specificity of language and cultural practices within the period of Quran’s revelation, 
Maududi introduced for the reader ways to evaluate the meaning of the verse based on 
the above.  However, as I have argued, this was only part of the reading—belief in God’s 
authority remained the determining principle for Quranic understanding. In the process, 
the registers of Quranic appreciation for this ‘ordinary’ reader were altered through the 
introduction of modalities of reading which not only stressed historical specificity but 
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 An orientation toward practical interests is characteristic of many born 
storytellers…In every case the storyteller is a man who has counsel for 
his readers…Counsel woven into the fabric of real life is wisdom. 
(Benjamin 1968:86)  
 
For Benjamin, storytelling is consummately an art of communicating experience 
such that it brings forth “counsel” for others in the realm of the “practical”.1 While not 
strictly storytelling, the genre of tafsir (Quranic exegesis) which has come to occupy a 
central place in Quranic study among women readers in urban Pakistan is suffused with 
both counsel and instruction. A ‘subject’ now standard fare of the curriculum in private 
Quran study institutes, tafsir offers the opportunity for nascent readers of the Quran to 
develop an understanding of the Quran that can help them to insert its ‘counsel’ 
(naseehat) into the “fabric of real life”. The explication of the Quranic word is oriented 
both to reviving and reshaping belief and to informing and shaping the practicalities of 
everyday life. Aimed at the pursuit of a life which caters to the well-being of the afterlife, 
tafsir forms the primary discursive site for producing and developing an understanding of 
the Quranic text. 
The importance of reading the Quran in these sites is framed by invoking the 
significance as described by the text itself: “Hence, indeed, We made this Qur’an easy to 
bear in mind: who, then, is willing to take it to heart?” (54:22). Similarly, other verses 
which declare the Quran’s message as endowing guidance and mercy upon those who 
read it, and understand it are frequently interwoven into the discourse of understanding 
that shapes and authorizes the ways in which the Quran is to be apprehended.  
The genre of tafsir is part of the textual tradition of Quranic hermeneutics often 
seen to be the realm of scholarship and expertise. Its appropriation by women as the 
                                                
1 Benjamin’s use of the term “practical” here refers very much to what he describes as the “real” or 
“useful” such as a moral, practical advice or a maxim. See Benjamin (1968).   
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discursive ground upon which to base an understanding of the Quran shatters the 
separation between scholarly textual traditions of Islam and local practice which was a 
stable binary of earlier studies of Muslim societies. A number of anthropological studies 
over the last two decades have challenged this binary by highlighting the shaping and 
accommodation of ritual practice and local customs (burial, weddings, dispute resolution 
and births among others) through interpretive traditions of the text in a variety of 
historical periods and geographical locations (Boddy 1989; Bowen 1993; Fischer and 
Abedi 1990; Gade 2006; Guindi 1999). Similarly, the assumption that textual traditions in 
Islam bear no relationship with local practice is hard to sustain given the turn within 
recent anthropological studies of Islam which illustrate that text and context are at least 
mutually constitutive (Bowen 1993; Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 2005; Messick 1996a; 
Starrett 1995). This recent literature has made significant interventions in the field to 
indicate the myriad ways in which practices of deliberation, interpretation and debate on 
Islamic principles are exercised within a wider audience of Muslims than was originally 
conceived by scholars who made a distinction between the great and little traditions of 
Islam (Varisco 2005). In line with these studies, I examine and trace the popularization of 
interpretive modalities of Quranic engagement among women in urban Pakistan. More 
specifically, this chapter takes tafsir, the genre of Quranic exegesis, as its focus. My 
attempt here is firstly to trace the ways in which tafsir has assumed a centrality in the 
contemporary forms of religious study among women. The popularity of tafsir among 
women, I argue, rests upon the growing perception that to reflect and deliberate on the 
meaning of the Quran is an ethical act. In other words, reading the Quran, understanding 
its meaning, and the contemplation on this meaning are constructed as an ethical 
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imperative that constitutes belief in God. I explore how this ethicality is discursively 
constructed and the particular concept of knowledge that it endorses. The second part of 
the chapter briefly examines the role that tafsir narratives play in forging a conceptual 
language of virtues, attitudes and dispositions for its readers.  While a number of studies 
enrich our understanding of the disciplinary and affective dimensions in fashioning 
bodies and desires that are linked to Islamic principles (Asad 1993; Hirschkind 2006; 
Mahmood 2005; Silverstein 2008), I adopt a slightly different approach by examining 
how the language and concepts about the prescribed norms of conduct shape the 
imagination of women readers of the Quran. My privileging of tafsir here is not to 
establish the significance of discourse over embodiment, especially because reading, it 
can be argued, is an embodied practice. Rather I wish to highlight how the imagination is 
also the target of pedagogy through instruction in the conceptual language of belief.  
The production and circulation of tafsir, which has been described both as a genre 
and the discipline of Quranic exegesis, has until recently been a domain of activity that is 
scholarly in nature even in its modern iteration. Although tafsir, as an exegetical genre, 
has attracted much attention from both Western and non-Western scholarship, it is for the 
most part understood within a specific intellectual and cultural milieu defined 
predominantly within the scholarly tradition in the medieval period of Islamic history 
(Calder 1993; Rippin 1988; Saleh 2004). Similarly, studies that address tafsir in its 
modern period treat it as a literary genre or otherwise examine the intellectual thought of 
figures who have been involved in its re-production for the modern reading 
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public(Boullata 2000; Kosugi 2006; Mir 1986).2   However, as pointed out by a number 
of contemporary studies of Muslim religious practices in different parts of the world, 
literate Muslims outside the specialized domains of the Ulama, actively engage in 
deliberations, reading, listening and performance of religious texts, principles and edicts 
(Bowen 1993; Eickelman and Anderson 2003; Gade 2004; Hirschkind 2006; Huq 2008; 
Mahmood 2005; Messick 1997; Rouse 2004). The kind of popular usage of tafsir that I 
describe in this chapter is not limited to Pakistan. It is, in fact, a more widely observed 
phenomenon that underscores the kinds of shifts in discourses and practices that scholars 
associate with the ‘Islamic revival’.3 The increased access to education and literacy 
combined with proliferation and availability of printed religious materials in the last 
century have, in large part, enabled a familiarity with religious texts among ordinary 
people that was perhaps not possible in the pre-print eras (Eickelman and Anderson 2003; 
Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 2005; Messick 1997). The exercise of interpretive reasoning 
as an everyday form of sociality has given impetus for not only the proliferation of 
vernacular forms of Islamic texts on ritual observances and behaviors but also revived an 
interest in classical texts and genres (Messick, 1997).4   
                                                
2 Obvious exceptions to this are of course Muslim women scholars in the Western academy, like Riffat 
Hassan, Amina Wadud, Asma Barlas and Fatima Mernissi who have argued for a feminist rereading of the 
Quran. Nevertheless even their treatment is arguably within a scholarly domain.  
 
3 The term Islamic revival is not exact because it has been used to speak about a number of different 
phenomenons which are both temporally and spatially separated. Nevertheless it serves as a useful heuristic 
device to signal the emergence of certain trends and practices among different Muslim communities 
globally. In reference to tafsir, I am particularly thinking about the way in which this interpretive tradition 
has become significant among non-specialists. See for example Huq (2008); Mahmood (2005); Rouse 
(2004) 
 
4 An added indication for the interest in the genre of tafsir by non-specialists is the growing number of on-
line sources and websites that cater to providing searchable translations of the Quran and tafsir (both 
classical and modern) as well. Also see Rippin (1999-2000) for a discussion of e-texts of tafsir that are now 
available. 
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Quranic commentary is a standard part of Islamic curricula in learning 
institutions. In South Asia, the Dars-i-Nizami, the standard curriculum of madrassas in 
India and Pakistan since the nineteenth century, includes tafsir as one of the subjects in 
which young scholars are trained. Similarly, parallel institutions of Islamic learning also 
offer tafsir as a subject in the curriculum. However, historically, the study of fiqh 
(jurisprudence) has been privileged in these sites of learning over tafsir, the latter 
appearing on the syllabus but only subordinate to the former5 (Sikand 2008). As I have 
shown in chapter 2, beginning in the nineteenth century, the genre of Quranic 
commentaries saw linguistic and stylistic shifts that were intended to make the meaning 
of the Quran accessible for a lay reader. In particular, Syed Abul Ala Maududi’s 
translation of and exegesis of the Quran in Urdu was written with the ordinary reader in 
mind rather than the scholarly class of Ulama who had been the primary audience of such 
texts up to that point. 
In a sense, the popularization of tafsir in the present among women reflects the 
confluence between these two aspects of tafsir. Firstly, its role as a traditional subject in 
the Islamic learning institution and secondly, its subsequent ‘vernacularization’ have 
contributed to its popularity. In private sites of learning, like that which I explore in this 
dissertation, tafsir is considered a ‘subject’ of study. Drawing upon classical formats and 
modern subjects of study, these private study centers have modeled their curricula to 
reflect a kind of learning structure that is similar to the madrassa and the university. 
However, their focus is primarily on translation and interpretation of the Quran of a style 
that resembles and draws upon Maududi’s Quranic commentary rather than classical 
                                                
5 From studies of Islamic institutions of learning in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it appears that 
texts associated with Islamic law and jurisprudence occupied a more central place in the curriculum relative 
to Quranic exegetical texts (Eickelman 1985; Messick 1996a; Metcalf 1982; Mottahedeh 1985).  
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formats. Although other subjects also make up the curriculum in addition to tafsir 
(exegesis) such as tajweed (rules of recitation), Hadith sciences, fiqh (jurisprudence)6, 
and tazkiyah (self-improvement through the Quran), my observations of the everyday 
pedagogical emphasis in these centers reveals that these sites of learning tend to focus on 
tafsir. Not only is more time devoted to studying the Quran through its translation and 
interpretation than the other subjects, it is also the subject which requires the greatest 
labor and effort on the part of the learners. I outline below how tafsir is undertaken as a 
pedagogical tool in more detail but I want to draw attention to this difference at the outset 
because it reflects the position of contemporary religious reformers who place an 
emphasis on tafsir within the wider field of Islamic education. A central critique that 
reformers direct towards the madrassa system is its ‘outdated’ curriculum. Reform 
minded critics of the system argue that outdated texts, mostly from the medieval period 
of Islam, do not equip madrassa graduates for realities, pressures and issues related to 
contemporary life. As such a particular suggestion for reform of the syllabus has been an 
increased emphasis on teaching an ‘updated’ and accessible form of tafsir rather than its 
medieval counterparts. The latter, it is argued, reflect the concerns of the medieval eras 
and therefore have little value to the contemporary period. More important, reformers 
argue for a more intensive engagement with the Quran through tafsir so that students may 
develop a more ‘direct’ relationship with the Quran (Sikand 2008). Although this 
particular critique is directed towards the local debates relating to madrassa reform, it 
would not be inaccurate to state that the genre of tafsir, at least since the mid to late 
nineteenth century has been well-received outside the traditional Islamic institutions of 
                                                
6 The term fiqh is a technical one with regard to Islamic jurisprudence. Here it denotes the rules that govern 
the permissibility of everyday acts of worship (ibadat). 
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learning. The latter dimension of the reformist position has manifested itself in material 
ways in which the Quran is taught to women in these private sites of learning. The 
emphasis placed on tafsir as a way to develop an understanding of the Quran within these 
institutes reflects their reformist inclinations since they focus largely on exegesis as the 
method through which to develop an understanding of the principles, edicts and ideals of 
Islam. In particular, they do so in such a way that they speak to concerns and challenges 
that confront the contemporary Muslim woman. Tafsir is understood to be the genre of 
explication and interpretation of the Quran, giving depth and context to the (word to 
word) translation of the Quranic verse. Along with the Quran itself, the second source of 
interpretation are hadith compilations which document the sayings and actions of the 
Prophet Muhammad. Since emulation of the Prophet’s conduct is considered ideal both 
within these sites of learning and more generally, hadith compilations are considered an 
authoritative source of interpretation on issues that are not directly addressed in the 
Quran.7 
What is perhaps unusual about the method that is employed in teaching this 
particular textual form in private institutes of Quranic study is that no physical text is 
referenced or assigned to the students for tafsir. Instead, the translation and explication of 
the verses is orally rendered where the teacher translates each word and verse and builds 
upon its meaning orally for the student.8 The students on the other hand, listen and take 
notes of what is explained. Although this ‘reading’ of the Quran, through its translation, 
explication and elaboration is systematic and sequential, the quality of interpretation is 
                                                
7 For a discussion of the Prophet Muhammad as a model of emulation, see Mahmood (2009). 
 
8 Although no text was referenced for the tafsir, the translation of the verse matched Abul Ala Maududi’s 
Urdu translation of the Quran, Tafhim-ul-Quran.  
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undertaken with a need to address practical questions of everyday conduct.9 In that 
respect it shares the vernacular, colloquial quality of language that is used in modern 
exegesis but without the presence of the physical text of the tafsir. In addition to using 
colloquial language, such exegetical commentary often incorporates examples from 
everyday life and references to contemporary conditions of existence in Pakistan to 
illustrate and explicate the relevance of the verse to everyday life. As such, rather than a 
‘fixed’ text given to students to read, it emerges over time through individual labor of the 
student ‘readers’ (I discuss this in detail in Chapter 5).  
Women I worked with articulated their desire to engage directly in the textual 
tradition of Quranic exegesis viewed it as an enterprise that would develop their capacity 
for ethical discernment for the kinds of conduct that are sanctioned and proscribed in 
Islam. A close reading of the Quran under the guidance of a teacher was deemed 
necessary to cultivate this ethical sensibility as most of my informants recognized that the 
text could not and should not be read in isolation. In that respect tafsir served as a 
pedagogical tool for not only did it render the Quranic text comprehensible for women, it 
was done through a disciplinary program and approach to reading that illuminated what 
virtues and practices constituted a moral life.  
Before I expand on how tafsir unfolds within the context of women’s learning, I 
want to briefly examine how other scholars have discussed such everyday interpretive 
practices of the Quran.  Recent studies of mosque going women in Cairo and African 
American Sunni converts in Southern California represent and articulate two different (if 
not opposing) models of self-making in the recent scholarship on Muslim women and the 
                                                
9 This is not unusual for tafsir; scholars have noted this quality within other popular interpretive and 
pedagogical forms (fatwa, sermon, fiqh manuals). See Hirschkind (2006); Mahmood (2005); Messick 
(1996b). 
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discourses and practices of piety. In her ethnography of mosque going African American 
Sunni women converts in Southern California, Carolyn Rouse discusses Quranic exegesis 
among women converts as a form of empowerment. Rouse suggests that while the task of 
reading and interpretation of the Quran is a “creative process allowing Muslim women 
the opportunity to find ways to identify more strongly with their faith”, they come to task 
of interpretation with a pre-formed feminist consciousness ((Rouse 2004:62). This allows 
them to move away from normative interpretations of the Quran and to re-interpret it in 
light of its applicability to contemporary life which in this case is heavily informed by 
race and class. Using the example of verse the verse 4:34, which sanctions (forms of) 
physical reprimand by the husband toward the wife, she suggests that women interpret 
this latitude as one of historical necessity rather than a timeless maxim that must be 
adhered to regardless of context.10 Rouse similarly interprets other Islamic practices such 
as veiling and modesty of dress which arise out of women’s conversion through this 
liberal feminist lens, arguing that African American Muslim women’s adoption of the 
hijab (veil) allows women to counter stereotypes of “African Americans as dysfunctional, 
pathological, and intellectually moronic. Hijab designates commitment to family, 
spirituality, and community—the ideal core American values—at the same time that it 
contests racism, gender oppression, Eurocentricism, and inequality” (Rouse 2004:65). 
Rouse’s analyses should not be seen as a particularly American or western reading of 
hijab, for Fadwa El-Gundi in her analysis of the new practices of veiling in Egypt has 
drawn similar conclusions. El-Gundi has argued that the practices of veiling in Egypt 
                                                
10 Muslim women scholars within the academy such as Amina Wadud, Asma Barlas, Riffat Hassan and 
Fatima Mernissi have argued this position. However, this is not limited to women academics but has 
resonance for women who advocate for gender justice and equal rights in Muslim countries such as Iran. 
See Mir-Hosseini (1996). 
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should be seen as an emancipatory practice for women because it allows for a greater 
access of public spaces to women which in turn opens up opportunities to occupy public 
spaces like their male counterparts without the fear of consequences and dishonor 
(Guindi 1981). In that respect, El-Gundi is not alone in her analysis of Muslim women’s 
religious practices as a means to achieving an end, an analysis which often invests the 
observance of seemingly regressive practices by women with an emancipatory potential. 
Greater social and economic mobility through equal or increased access to rights and 
resources are often the ends ascribed to such forms of self-fashioning (Hegland 1998; 
Hoodfar 1997; MacLeod 1992; Torab 2002). Rouse’s analysis of the role of tafsir and of 
religious practice in women’s lives reflects the means and ends argument which imbues 
reading with the potential of rescuing women from racially derogatory stereotypes. In this 
instance, women read the Quran to legitimize the understanding and notions of the self 
that they bring to the act of reading. In Rouse’s analysis there appears to be little or no 
pedagogical-ethical potential in reading the Quran. 
A contrasting account of women’s religious pedagogical projects is given by Saba 
Mahmood in her study of the women’s mosque movement in Cairo. In her analysis, 
Mahmood argues for an alternative conceptualization of women’s participation in 
religious learning and the practices of piety that are endorsed by the mosque movement 
that she studies. Mahmood proposes that instead of regarding participation in religious 
practice and ritual as a means to an end, we consider how such practices exert effects on 
crafting specific forms of personhood. In contrast to Rouse’s analysis of veiling as a 
symbol of resistance to racial stereotyping, Mahmood shows how veiling is undertaken as 
a condition of piety. In the same vein, her discussion of the observance of ritual practices 
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in general is grounded in the discourse of ethics a philological and syntactical analysis nd 
duty rather than the social or economic benefits derived from adherence to norms of 
Islamic conduct. In other words, she argues that women engaged in such practices 
because it was seen compulsory to the achievement of piety and not a means to achieve a 
goal that was outside the moral world of the practice itself.  
Like the subject of Mahmood’s study, women who engaged in Quranic learning 
in Karachi were not attracted to Quranic learning because it offered them a way to 
validate their experiences or sense of self that existed prior to their engagement with the 
texts. Rather the women perceived the task of undertaking Quranic study as part of a 
moral project that cultivated habits, bodily comportments, sartorial choices, speech, 
emotions and sensibilities that they believed were authorized by the text. Moreover, as I 
was often told, knowledge of the Quran and Sunnah (the Prophet’s practices and sayings) 
helped them to discern what was permissible within an Islamic framework. While there 
are certainly women scholars who have promoted a reinterpretation of the Quran within a 
framework that promotes gender equality (Barlas 2004; Wadud 1999), the focus of the 
interpretive modalities in this case does not strive to mitigate gender inequality that 
persists in Pakistani society. Given that women in my study, articulated a very different 
set of goals of their Quranic engagement than what is generally ascribed to a re-reading 
of the Quran from a feminist perspective, I want to consider how the act of reading itself, 
that is the process of reflection and deliberation, is defined within the circles of Quranic 
study. By this I mean that although women in my study were greatly influenced in their 
everyday practices because of the understandings they develop of the Quran and Sunnah, 
the act of reading the Quran through its interpretation is inflected with the sense of a duty 
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that is incumbent upon them. Reading it, knowing for oneself, understanding the 
injunctions, their context and historical significance is in itself seen to be part of a larger 
ethical project. It is this sense of duty and obligation that undergirds reading that I want 
to explore along with the pedagogical potential of the genre of tafsir. Here I am not 
suggesting that women view being able to read and interpret the Quran as sufficient 
obligation towards the Quran. Women, with whom I worked, were always quick to 
clarify that their labor of reading was not an academic exercise but had a clear target: the 
practical application of the guidance (hidaya) that the Quran provided to them. In that 
respect, tafsir provides the language and conceptual basis to model the capacities that are 
required for practical action. At the same time, the act of seeking out the knowledge that 
was held in the Quran, was defined and framed as an ethical demand as I indicated 
earlier. In the following section I show how deliberation upon the Quran’s meaning is 
framed as obligatory within this particular form of Islamic revival in Pakistan. 
 
Textual Obligations 
The modalities through which the Quran should be apprehended, who is 
authorized to do it, and how it can be achieved are questions that are discursively 
determined within relationships of power or what Talal Asad has termed ‘orthodoxy’ 
(Asad 1986). The general question of the changing nature of authority in Islamic societies 
has been addressed in specific ways by scholars to highlight the ruptures and 
transformations of institutions and practices which have accompanied the change in 
social and political formations due to colonialism, modernization and secularization of 
Muslim societies (Eickelman and Anderson 2003; Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 2005; 
Messick 1996a; Metcalf 1982; Zaman 2002). In particular, these studies highlight how 
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the changing nature of authority under secular conditions of existence has granted 
individuals the capacities and opportunities through which to reflect and deliberate upon 
the doctrinal elements of practice. In this section, I am concerned with the ways in which 
the obligation to learn the Quran, through a reflection upon its meaning is discursively 
authorized and determined as an ethical act within the circles of Quran study in Karachi 
in which I conducted my fieldwork. As I will demonstrate, what undergirds the impulse 
to read is the notion that not only does the Quran provide the guidance for all times, it is 
also ethically incumbent upon Muslims to acquire knowledge for themselves through an 
understanding and reflection upon the Quran’s meaning.  
The two centers of Quranic learning I frequented in Karachi during my fieldwork 
were Al-Huda (The Guidance)  and Al-Ilm (The Knowledge). Although each of these 
sites is run independently and offers its own courses and programs, they share a particular 
approach to Islamic education, one that centers primarily on a program of teaching the 
Quran and Sunnah. Both are also exclusively for women (usually eighteen or older) and 
although their main focus is on providing religious education, these organizations also 
undertake social and welfare work. The older and larger of the two organizations, Al-
Huda, has been in existence for over fifteen years, and during this relatively short period 
it has established its presence not only in most of the major Pakistani cities but in parts of 
South Asia, the Gulf Arab states, China and North America.11 Its outreach extends 
worldwide because of its long-distance program of study. Al-Huda’s popularity is often 
inextricably connected to and attributed to its founder, Dr. Farhat Hashmi, who now 
                                                
11 It was established in 1994 in Islamabad and opened its Karachi branch in 1997. 
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resides in Mississauga, Canada.12 Having been trained in Hadith Sciences from the 
University of Glasgow, Hashmi’s propagation of the Quran as a source of learning and 
guidance is, by her own admission, based on her personal experiences of reading the 
Quran. She is seen as a highly controversial figure in recent years in large part because 
secular Pakistanis, English language media and academic studies of this phenomenon, 
blame her for women’s turn towards religious learning in Pakistan and the subsequent 
adherence to Islamic normative practices such as veiling (Ahmad 2009; 2010; Babar 
2008; Ibrahim (2001) ; Mushtaq 2010). Al-Ilm, the other Quran study center I conducted 
my fieldwork in is smaller and more local in its efforts towards provision of Islamic 
education than Al-Huda. Huma Najmul Hassan, the founder and main teacher at this 
center was trained by Hashmi in addition to which she also studied with Dr. Israr Ahmed 
(1932-2010), the latter of whom has a long history of involvement in the field of religious 
education. Israr Ahmed’s involvement in teaching the Quran predates both Hashmi’s and 
Hassan’s in that he was one of the earliest proponents of Quranic learning through an 
understanding of its meaning. A medical doctor by profession, Ahmed went on to receive 
a Master’s in Islamic studies and vociferously advocated the revitalization of Quranic 
education in modern Pakistan especially among the educated classes. He believed that 
Pakistan was in dire need of social and political transformation and that a cadre of 
scholars well-versed in religious and scientific understanding could engender such a 
change. As a figure within the Islamic educational movement, Ahmed had a long career 
in which he was involved in teaching and lecturing about the Quran. Early in his career, 
he affiliated himself with Syed Abul Ala Maududi’s political party, the Jamaat-i-Islami 
                                                
12 Al-Huda’s rapid expansion has often been discussed in informal circles as an outcome of funding from 
Saudi donors. Although none of this has ever been established, the censure implicit in this is deep distrust 
and disdain held by secular liberal Pakistanis towards religious reformers. 
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(JI) but later broke his connection when JI entered electoral politics. As an Islamic 
scholar, Ahmed was received critically by secular liberals in Pakistan who believed that 
his message and position on Islam promoted sectarianism and exacerbated social and 
political cleavages within Pakistani society. Under the aegis of the Tanzeem-e-Islami, an 
Islamic educational organization he founded, Ahmed also played a role in establishing 
centers for Quranic study in the major urban centers in Pakistan, all of which are named 
the Quran Academy. Although these centers are not as well known as the other two, 
especially among women, Israr Ahmed is a well-recognized figure of Islamic teaching 
and scholarship because of his extended involvement in the field of Quranic learning.  
Hashmi, Hassan and Ahmed share a vision of popularizing religious learning 
which is centered on the Quran. In that respect, all three represent a category of Muslim 
intellectuals who do not profess a particular sectarian affiliation and instead consider 
themselves as propagators and proponents of one Islam, a unified concept that has the 
potential to appeal to Muslims from all sects and groupings, even the Shi’a Muslims, a 
significant minority in Pakistan. All three have been trained outside the madrassa system 
and have been influenced by the discourses of both ‘traditionalist’ and ‘modernist’ strains 
within Islam.13 In many respects, the biographies of these three figures serves as an 
illustration of a particular wave within the Islamic revival in Pakistan that has unfolded 
since the 1970s particularly against the backdrop of the shifting locus of Islamic authority 
in Muslim societies over time. The recognition that female figures like Hashmi and 
Hassan enjoy as authorities on the Quran and hadith among a growing body of women, is 
                                                
13 My use here of the terms ‘traditionalist’ and ‘modernist’ is not to set them apart as opposites where the 
traditionalists engage in unchanging practices of Islam and the modernists have no link with traditions and 
practices of Islamic intellectual institutions. These terms are somewhat misleading in their categorical 
separation between these intellectual strains. In practice, individuals like Israr Ahmed recognize 
intellectuals from a range of backgrounds as sources of influence.  
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unprecedented within Pakistan. Despite the accommodations made by the Ulama to the 
changing social and political conditions in Pakistan, they increasingly have to share their 
role as “custodians” of Islam with those who have been trained outside the archetypal 
Islamic institution of learning, the madrassa (Zaman 2002).  
Despite the challenges to the authority of the Ulama that figures like Ahmed, 
Hashmi and Hassan represent, the current popularity of religious learning among 
educated middle and upper-middle class women in Pakistan, it should be clear, has hardly 
produced any seismic shifts in the normative gender roles between men and women of 
the urban educated classes. Nor are these forms of religious pedagogies directed towards 
radically shifting the structures which enable and sustain gender inequalities. Secular 
critics of such forms of learning in Pakistan view the increased conformity to practices of 
piety as a reassertion of gender norms that underlie and enable inequalities between men 
and women in the first place. This is certainly the paradox of some of the contemporary 
Islamic revivalist movements that have gained popularity even in other parts of the 
Muslim world. A rise in women’s literacy, education, and mobility has provided the 
conditions which have fostered the participation of women within these newer forms of 
religious public association which, though gendered, are unlike earlier forms which were 
located within the domestic space. Being unable to explain how women who have been 
formally educated choose to participate in a movement that constrains their ‘freedoms’ 
more than before, the analysis tends to define these movements normatively, labeling 
them as ‘cults’. This treatment also suggests that movements that promote women’s 
Quranic education seek to advance Islamist political agendas disguised in a veil of 
science and rationality (Ahmad 2009). Other critics reduce the allure of Quranic learning 
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among educated women to the power emanated by ‘charismatic’ figures of authority 
whose personalities are seen to be the driving force behind the movement and which also 
ultimately hold the movement together (Babar 2008; Mushtaq 2010). While I do not 
discount the role of charismatic leaders and role models within these spaces, I believe 
these conclusions fail to accurately diagnose the field of power within which such 
practices are formed and which sanction their authority and appeal for those who 
participate in them (Abu-Lughod, 1990).  I suggest that such pedagogical movements 
should be understood as embedded within, and not against or outside, the conditions 
created by secular ideals of mobility, education and rights and the individuals who are 
constituted by them. Interpretation, deliberation and reflection through one’s own labor 
and judgment are practices of textual engagement that resonate deeply among the women 
in this moment who argue in favor of such institutions precisely because of the approach 
of  ‘logic’ and reasoning that is part of the pedagogy employed by these Quran study 
groups.  
To return to an assertion I had made above in which I argue that not only is the 
Quran read because it is seen to hold knowledge about all that is necessary for leading a 
life of piety but that reading the Quran and understanding it are themselves framed as 
ethical demands. Here I want to clarify that by ‘reading’ I mean reading as a cognitive 
act—that is reading to comprehend the Quran’s meaning. This form of reading contrasts 
with Quranic recitation that is not necessarily undertaken for meaning but is seen to incur 
sawab (reward) for its performance. The ethical import of the latter is often supported by 
the following hadith:  
“Whoever reads a letter of the Book of Allah will be credited with a good 
deed, and a good deed gets a tenfold reward. I do not say that Alif-Laam-
   
 
139 
Meem is a letter, rather alif is a letter, laam is a letter and meem is a letter.” 
(Al-Tirmidhi, 2910). 
 
The letters of the Arabic alphabet alif, laam, meem are the first three letters of Surah 
Baqarah (the Cow).14 Together they do not make up a word and are recited and translated 
separately as alif, laam , meem. Their meaning and significance has been speculated upon 
by many exegetes for they do not appear to hold any semantic sense. What is important 
for this discussion is that this hadith has been interpreted to argue that rewards can be 
incurred for reciting even that which does not necessarily carry specific cognitive 
‘meaning’. Proponents of reading the Quran for attaining its cognitive understanding do 
not deny the legitimacy of the recitational form and in fact cite this particular hadith in 
support of such a position. However, the emphasis on a reading that is constituted by 
understanding is given precedence, especially for those who possess the competencies 
and skills for reading and writing. This privileging is framed as a form of duty incumbent 
upon the educated to read the Quran for a reflection upon its meaning—as such the act of 
reading itself is understood as an ethical act.  
Making a distinction between reading for ethical content and reading as an ethical 
act in itself may not appear to carry much weight in terms of its analytical purchase 
especially because the Quran is understood to be one of the two primary sources through 
which emerges the corpus of Islamic conduct, ethics and law. However I suggest that 
exploring how reading the Quran constitutes an ethical act illuminates how interpretive 
modalities in Quranic study have assumed supremacy in contemporary Pakistan, 
particularly for the women with whom I worked. In his study of Islamic textual practices 
                                                
14 The Arabic alphabet is a consonantal system—vowels are indicated by diacritical marks placed on or 
under the letters. In the case of alif lam meem, there are no diacritical marks. Hence it is read as three 
separate letters. 
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in Mayotte, Michael Lambek, briefly notes “Religious study is itself the quintessential act 
of piety”, because it increases knowledge about “God’s desires of man” and the 
fulfillment of such desires (Lambek 1990:29).15 Lambek connects the piety associated 
with undertaking religious study with the knowledge it gives individuals to perform 
“God’s desires of man” in the fashion prescribed within the texts. In that respect, his 
explanation leans toward an analysis in which reading of the Quran is undertaken for its 
ethical content. While the women I worked with considered being able to glean from the 
source itself what was and was not permitted an important dimension of reading, the act 
of reading has an additional dimension for them. In such a form, alongside a reading for 
ethical content is the imperative to read the Quran, an imperative that has some relation to 
the content certainly but the act itself is not fully defined by that relationship. While 
women read for content they also read because the act of reading is framed as an ethical 
obligation. This sense of obligation, in turn is constituted by a) one’s effort, capacities, 
commitment and intent that is brought to bear upon the act of reading and b) the effects 
that the act of reading have on a person’s inner dispositions such as what Hashmi stated 
in one of her lectures on why one should read the Quran, “Read the Quran, for reading 
produces humility (khashiat)”.  In the following section I explore this sense of reading as 
an ethical act in more detail. 
 
Reading as Obligation 
In his book The Ethics of Reading, J. H. Miller raises the question of how to think 
about the “ethics of reading” (Miller 1987:2). He asks,  
                                                
15 Other scholars have also noted that religious study has been considered a form of worship although they 
not elaborate the specifics of how this is framed in Islamic tradition. See Berkey (1992); Hefner (2009).  
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In what sense can or should the act of reading be itself ethical or have an 
ethical import? Should not reading be thought of as primarily cognitive, as 
a matter of understanding what is said, after which some ethical use of that 
reading might or might not be made, but in any case as something 
extraneous to the primary act of reading as such? (1987:2) 
 
These questions help move attention away from thinking about reading solely as 
something that can lead to ethical action—ethical acts as an effect of reading—to one that 
situates reading itself within the ambit of the ethical. On this “ethical moment in reading” 
Miller states, it “is not a matter of response to a thematic content asserting this or that 
idea about morality. It is a much more fundamental “I must” responding to the language 
of literature in itself…” (Miller 1987:4).16 The sentiment “I must” may be better 
understood as what he has described elsewhere as the reader “bear[ing] witness’ through 
the act of reading17. Here he states, “Each must read again in his or her turn and bear 
witness to that reading in his or her turn” (Miller 2008:116). The idea of reading as a 
form of bearing witness provides an entry into thinking about the ascendancy of 
reflection and contemplation of the meaning of the Quran as a form of textual 
engagement in the contemporary milieu of Quranic study in Pakistan. As I have stated in 
chapter 4, the predominant modality of Quranic engagement for many ordinary Muslims 
in daily acts of devotion has been the recitational one, either through memorization or the 
use of a physical text of the Quran (mushaf). The emphasis placed on understanding what 
one recites, in other words ‘reading’, is a fairly recent discursive shift and one that has 
                                                
16 Miller makes a distinction between reading as a political act versus reading as an ethical obligation. For 
Miller “an ethical act that is fully determined by political considerations or responsibilities is no longer 
ethical” (Miller 1987:4). As I understand it, Miller views the ethical, though connected, separate from the 
“political” in that it should have its own imperative and not be driven by “political considerations or 
responsibilities”. It must be unique and shape and define the political and the epistemological rather than 
the other way around. As such, an ethics of reading, for Miller, is constituted by the demand that is inherent  
within “literature”.   
 
17 This particular assertion is made in reference to the controversy over whether or not Joseph Conrad’s 
“Heart of Darkness” should be read. See Miller (2008).  
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produced effects that have reconstituted what it now means to be pious among educated 
classes residing in urban centers of Pakistan.18 While the attention to and performance of 
ritual practice (including recitation of the Quran within the prescribed norms) has 
constituted an integral part of attaining and cultivating virtues associated with piety, a 
reading and interpretation of the Quran and hadith were not considered compulsory to the 
attainment of said virtues.19 My point here is that the popularity of the type of 
engagement which I describe here emerges out of the conditions of contemporary 
existence.  
Making an analytical distinction between reading for ethical content from reading 
as an ethical act can help illuminate how certain forms of textual engagement gain 
ascendancy under particular cultural and historical conditions. To understand how the 
capacity to comprehend the Quran in its original language, Arabic, has acquired salience 
among women I worked with I want to turn briefly to Israr Ahmed’s position on Quranic 
study. Although no systematic scholarly study of Israr Ahmed’s intellectual genealogy 
has been undertaken so far, he is often cited as a leading Islamic intellectual of South 
                                                
18 Being pious and god-fearing are enduring virtues and qualities in Islam—the struggle for cultivating 
piety particularly in relation to the theme of overcoming the nafs (the lower/base self), is not a new one in 
discussions of ibada (worship). In other words, the alienations associated with secular life, which my 
informants cited as a ‘corrupting’ influence on religion, are not the only ones that bring up questions of a 
pious existence—the question of individual piety is a central debate within Islam and a target of pedagogy. 
For one to live as a pious individual, it was important to cultivate those virtues through habitual practices of 
worship that would inculcate an awareness of God in the heart (taqwa) and by shunning those practices 
which were superficial or sinful. 
 
19 I am not suggesting that knowledge about the Quranic verses or hadith were hermetically sealed in 
spheres of scholarship. Knowledge emanating from the Quran and hadith shape practices of everyday life 
in specific yet multiple ways. The use of the fatwa (legal opinion) in Yemen as a vehicle for authorized 
opinion in daily life and sermon audition in Egypt are but two examples of the connection between text and 
practice. See Messick (1996a) and Hirschkind (2006). Norms defining the smallest of acts such as how to 
hold and place a morsel of food into the mouth to the formula for calculation of obligatory zakat (alms) are 
discursively arrived at through textual sources. My point here is not that each and every action has to be 
textually authorized but that the levels of action that come under the purview of authority and discipline 
have a wide range. Thus something as seemingly insignificant as which side of the bed to wake up on to 
how many rakat (cycles) to read for the Friday prayer are both actions that have a textual basis (Lambek, 
1990). 
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Asia along with figures like Maulana Maududi, Muhammad Iqbal, Muhammad Asad, 
Javed Ghamidi, Khurshid Ahmed, and Maryam Jameelah (Nasr 1999). A brief sketch of 
his ideas regarding the importance of understanding the Quran are presented below as a 
way to highlight how Ahmed believed that a revitalization of Islam could only be 
achieved through a genuine belief in God’s existence and omnipotence coupled with an 
understanding of the principles of faith through the study of the Quran.  The latter, he 
stated, needed to be addressed for its relevance to modern sciences and ‘logical 
reasoning’. Most important though, Ahmed believed that understanding was elemental to 
the project of Islamic revitalization which was necessary in order to curtail Western 
hegemony. Although Ahmed believed in the importance of ritual practice, he clearly 
privileged reflection and contemplation of Quranic meaning as the catalyst that would 
engender the necessary transformation of Muslims. In his tract titled “Islamic 
Renaissance – The Real Task Ahead” (Ahmed n.d.) he holds the failure of contemporary 
Islamic revivalist movements to be either their proclivity towards political power and 
worldly gains or the narrow attention to asceticism and practice. The latter, for Ahmed 
was exemplified by the Tablighi Jamaat, an offshoot of the Deobandis of North India.20 
Though he recognized the impact of the Tablighi Jamaat’s da’wah (invitation to worship) 
activities, he saw this impact as confined to a particular class. Commenting on the 
specificity of their approach he states: 
But as this movement addresses the sentiments and not the reason of the 
people and its main emphasis lies on action and not on understanding, its 
influence and efficacy is limited. The members of a community, who hold 
reason and understanding to be superior to sentiments and action, remain 
uninfluenced by this type of preaching. The very mental constitution of 
these people compels them not to appropriate passionately anything that 
does not satisfy the test of reason and critical inquiry. They cannot attain 
                                                
20 For a detailed study of the Tablighi Jamaat, see Masud (2000). 
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the deeper levels of religious life without first untying the intellectual 
knots of their minds (Ahmed:5). 
 
This passage reveals Ahmed’s leaning towards reason and critical inquiry as the 
foundation of a successful movement that could carry out the “Islamic Renaissance”. For 
him the idea of community expressed in this passage is constituted by the educated 
classes, the community for whom “reason and understanding” held priority over 
“sentiment and action”. For this constituency, belief was acquired through the way of 
reason, what he describes as “untying the intellectual knots of their minds”. As such, in 
the same piece he argues for initiating a program of training and study among this class 
of people who, in his belief, held sway over society and therefore needed to be convinced 
and trained.   
The passage by Ahmed was in fact part of a tract based on a speech he first gave 
over four decades ago as Pakistan was celebrating the fourteen hundredth anniversary of 
the Quran’s revelation and it conveys the manner in which he privileged reason and 
understanding of the text. In this tract, Ahmed laid out in detail what he considered were 
the obligations of Muslims towards the Quran, and how they should engage with it. Its 
five point approach included first and foremost, a belief in the Quran, followed by its 
(correct) recitation, gaining an understanding of the text, acting upon its teaching, and 
conveying its message to others. The speech, orated in two parts, was ultimately 
compiled and published as a booklet titled “Musalmanon per Qur’an-e-Majeed kay 
Huqooq” (The Obligations Muslims Owe to the Qur’an). Since its earliest publication, it 
has been translated into English and numerous other languages.21 In this booklet, Ahmed 
                                                
21 These speeches are also available as taped and video lectures by Ahmed who had his own television 
shows, both on state television as well as private television channels in the current era of media 
liberalization in Pakistan. 
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outlined in detail the five ‘obligations’, mentioned above, that the Quran demanded of all 
Muslims. I quote below a short excerpt from the section on the third obligation which is 
titled, “Tazakkur wa Tadabbur” (Reflection and Contemplation). He states: 
Mere recitation (i.e. recitation without understanding the meaning of the 
text) may be excusable in the case of persons who have not been fortunate 
enough to receive any education, and who are now past the age at which 
one can do so. Even a clumsy recitation on their part may be acceptable 
and may win them a reward from Allah. Similarly, a person who cannot 
read the Qur’an at all, nor can learn how to do so, may get a reward and 
blessings from Allah (SWT) if he just moves his fingers affectionately and 
reverently along the lines of the Holy Book believing it to be kalam-i-
Allah (the word of Allah). However the case of those persons will be quite 
different who may have devoted a considerable part of their lives to their 
own secular education—who may have acquired a knowledge of different 
arts and sciences and may have learnt foreign languages besides their own. 
If these educated persons were to read the Qur’an thoughtlessly and 
without understanding its meaning, then it is very much possible that in 
the sight of Almighty Allah (SWT) they may be considered guilty of 
dishonoring and ridiculing the Holy Book. For these persons, it is possible 
that the punishment of ignoring the meaning and message of the Qur’an 
may exceed the reward for reciting its text.22 (Ahmed:7) 
 
While this passage leaves us with little doubt about Ahmed’s privileging of the cognitive 
dimensions of reading as a way to perform one’s duty, it is important to note that each 
person is obligated to perform those tasks which match their capacities. What is perhaps 
of significance to this discussion is that reading the Quran for comprehension is 
obligatory because one has the capacity to do it, and not because it is the only way to 
perform what is right by the Quran. To use Miller’s words, the “I must” of reading, 
reflection and contemplation is connected in this instance to the abilities of the subject. 
As I noted above, Ahmed took a comprehensive approach in defining the ethics of one’s 
relationship with the Quran which included a firm and final belief in God, the correct 
                                                
22 The acronym SWT used in this passage is for the Arabic phrase Subhanahu wa-ta’ala which roughly 
translates as glory be to God. This acronym has become very common in written English and follows from 
a convention in written Arabic and Urdu where a superscript after God’s name or the Prophet’s name is 
added to denote a particular phrase in praise of the figure. 
   
 
146 
recitational performance of the Quran, reflection and contemplation upon its meaning, 
following its injunctions and the propagation of its message. In addition, as the above 
quote indicates, acquiring an understanding of the Quran’s meaning was incumbent on 
those who could read and write. Thus while recitation may be enough for those who did 
not possess the adequate skills and training, in his view, those who had skills of literacy, 
logic and reasoning at their disposal yet still disregarded this modality of engagement 
with the Quran were not performing their duties to the fullest.23 The passage also 
indicates that scholars like Ahmed (and in fact teachers in the Quran Center that I worked 
in) are not categorical in their dismissal of recitational modalities of Quranic engagement, 
even for those who are educated. Ahmed, in a video presentation on the same topic, is 
clear that reciting the Quran even where comprehension is absent incur rewards for the 
reciter. But he goes on to say that if one has the capacity and wherewithal to secure basic 
levels of secular education, yet remains ignorant of the Quran’s meaning, it shows a 
disregard for God’s will. It must be added that for Ahmed, and women who engage in 
Quranic study, the Quran is to be understood through its primary language—Arabic. The 
primacy of Arabic emerges out of the position among scholars and theologians that 
translations are a human rendering of the divine and never adequate in conveying the 
exact sense. This particular view is intertwined with the idea that the original language of 
the Quran is God’s word and is thus infallible—no translation can match the Quran’s 
infallibility. This assertion is coupled with a view of Arabic as an extraordinarily 
complex and encompassing language that can articulate a range of positions, sentiments 
and ideas; more so than many other languages. Engaging with the Quran in its original 
                                                
23 In a video that appears on the website of the Quran Academy, he in fact considers the task of 
understanding the meaning of the Quran fardh (obligatory). See Ahmed (2009). 
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form is thus considered central to the particular ethical demand that is constructed by 
intellectuals like Ahmed, Hashmi and Hassan. 
For women students of Quranic study I worked with, the reading and study of the 
Quran is framed as an ethical act in a manner that Ahmed articulated. As I mentioned 
above, women express a desire to read it to establish the veracity of their practices 
through their own interpretive labors. This dimension of the imperative that drives 
women’s participation in Quranic learning mirrors what Ahmed opines in the passage 
quoted above—where capacity determines one’s obligation to the text. In addition, the 
terms through which it’s ethicality is established in this instance references both the act of 
reading the Quran as praiseworthy because it is so defined in the Quran and hadith and 
because it has the potential to produce emotional and affective states in the reader that are 
deemed necessary to achieve taqwa (awareness of God) that is seen as the most preferred 
of states which signifies one’s piety. Below, I show how these two dimensions of the 
ethics of Quran reading are discussed in the lessons and lectures given at the institutes of 
Quranic study. The lessons I quote from below, though they are part of the subject of 
tafsir that is taught in the institutes, are not an explication of the verses of the Quran. 
Rather they are better understood as a commentary that elaborates why studying of the 
Quran is necessary. Best described as a ‘preface’ to tafsir, these lessons self-consciously 
address questions that relate to the methodological problems of Quranic study. In that 
respect they situate the reading of the Quran, its study and the effects of such a modality 
of engagement on the self within a tradition of reading and interpretation of the Quran by 
drawing upon both verses of the Quran that refer to its own textuality as well as hadith 
that establish the benefits of Quranic reading and knowledge. As in the lectures that 
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pertain to tafsir, these lessons are delivered by the teacher in a formal, classroom-like 
setting where they draw upon verses of the Quran and hadith to establish the authority of 
performing reading.  
In a lecture concerning the manner of teaching the Quran (Tadrees-e-Quran kay 
tariqay), Hashmi (the founder and main teacher of Al-Huda International) begins by 
locating the importance of reading the Quran and its study as Sunnah by quoting the 
hadith “The best amongst you is he who learns and teaches the Quran”.24 After 
establishing that one’s love for God is that which has to take precedence over everything 
else and from which one measures one’s accomplishments, she states: 
And therefore we have to do those things in our lives that give us that 
ultimate satisfaction, honor, love, care, rehmat (blessings) and unbounded 
success. There are numerous things we can do but if you look carefully, 
the qualities that are most profound, that reflect God’s love, all converge 
on one point, in the [figure of the] dai’i, s/he who invites others to the 
Quran and who acts according to the Quran…..The study of the Quran 
(Quran ki taaleem) is that most fundamental act through which all other 
acts and reasons are channeled and which provides that ultimate 
satisfaction. 
 
The emphasis placed on the study of the Quran, on propagating knowledge about it and 
on acting upon its edicts is central in the above quoted passage and the hadith before it. 
The act of engaging in learning about the Quran and conveying that knowledge is not 
merely as a way to know what is expected of the reader vis a vis the contents of the Book, 
although that is also important. Rather the very act of engaging in increasing one’s 
knowledge about the Quran and bringing others to it are considered necessary to 
becoming a momin (faithful believer).25 The acquisition of the knowledge of the Quran 
                                                
24 This hadith is in bukhari 6/546 
 
25 The term momin not only refers to someone who believes but that belief is inflected with faith in God’s 
unity and a sense of one’s submission to God.  
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itself is seen to be a mark of dedication and devotion to God that is seen to supersede all 
other desires and states of being. In that sense, engaging in Quranic learning—reflection 
and deliberation upon its meaning—for the women in my study is framed as an ethical 
demand which must go beyond the cognitive engagement with the text. As Hashmi, often 
emphasized in her lectures, it was necessary to let the Quran affect the heart in order to 
attain its full benefit. Reading in such a manner was seen to aid in fashioning the registers 
and “visceral modes of appraisal” of participants of Quranic study that are considered 
necessary to the act of reading itself (Hirschkind 2006). While it is important for 
participants of Quranic learning to be able to know what is in the Quran as a way to 
fortify their belief and practice, the acquisition of knowledge of the Quran, has to go 
beyond merely what Hashmi identifies as its ‘rote learning’.  In the same lecture, Hashmi 
goes on to state that the study of the Quran cannot be only about acquiring knowledge of 
the Quran through aql (reason). She tells her audience of female readers, “Unless it 
affects your ruh (soul), you have failed in your efforts to truly obtain a ma’arifat 
(knowledge) of the Quran”.26  She states: 
Islam does not condemn worldly knowledge, but it is not enough for 
human welfare and salvation. Man (insaan) is not matter alone, made only 
of blood and flesh and bone. It is the real man (insaan), the ‘ruh’ (soul), 
inside this skeleton whose education, guidance, satisfaction and happiness 
that we must strive for….the satisfaction one attains from reading the book 
of God with sincerity is unequal to all else in the world. And you will 
attest to that feeling (kaifiyat) yourself—the gap that it can fill in your life. 
Despite all the worldly possessions, the chasm that exists in our lives can 
only be filled by achieving the sense of peace the Quran gives you. 
                                                
26 The term ma’arifat is often associated with Sufism and is considered a stage of knowledge. Hashmi, and 
others reformists have often been described as having embraced a Salafist ideology, a term which is used in 
this context for its connotations of a puritanical or stringent version of Islam that eschews mystical 
practices often associated with Sufism. Contrary to this, my experiences with these forms of Quranic study 
have often revealed how knowledge in these contexts is not thought of only in disinterested terms but rather 
the measure of true knowledge lies in its ability to affect the heart. The capacity to read in this context is 
constituted both by the ability to cognitively understand what the words mean and by the ability of the 
words to then collectively affect the ruh (soul). 




The concept of knowledge that is offered in the above exhortation reiterates the earlier 
assertion that knowledge must be able to affect the ‘core’ or the ‘real man (insaan)’ 
inside the material body. More important, the concept of ‘man’ forwarded here is one that 
requires working on the inner self through acts that can sustain and nourish the ruh (soul). 
Reading the Quran, especially with sincerity, is framed as an act that works on ‘man’s’ 
inner being by producing feelings of satisfaction and happiness. Women I worked with 
often expressed a sense of pleasure and satisfaction that they attained from reading the 
Quran in this manner, one which echoed the feeling (kaifiyat) that Hashmi mentions 
above. In that sense reading here might be understood as an ethical practice that works on 
the self by bringing forth in the reader the states of pleasure and satisfaction and not 
merely as a cognitive exercise through which information is relayed (Foucault 1988).  
A similar, but more explicitly stated connection between knowledge and affect is 
proposed by Huma Najmul Hassan, the lead teacher of Al-Ilm the other Quran study 
center I would frequent during my fieldwork. In her exegetical rendering of Surah Al-
Israh (17:109), she states: 
How can it be that (if) the Quran affects the heart (of a person27) then tears 
do not flow from his eye—this [tears] is an indication, a sign that the 
Quran has truly touched the heart. It is said that if a person has only 
received that knowledge which does not have the effect of producing tears 
than he has not received nafay ilm (beneficial knowledge)28. Beneficial 
knowledge is that which can truly ‘shake’ a person’s heart such that tears 
flow from her eyes. 
 
                                                
27 The Urdu term used here was in fact Insan, which means human being but uses the masculine gender for 
its expression…its usage it therefore not only restricted for reference to ‘man’ but includes all human 
beings.   
 
28 Ilm-e-Nafay has connotations which link this form of knowledge to acquisition of wisdom (hikmat). 
Nafaa, in Urdu means profit or increase depending on the context.  
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The discussion of knowledge in the above passage is with reference to knowledge of the 
Quran derived through meaning.29 In that respect, Hassan echoes in this passage the 
importance of the visceral and affective dimension of knowledge that Hashmi outlines in 
her discussion. The production of tears in this case is read as a sign of the interior state of 
the reader—an indication of the effects of the knowledge of the Quran on the heart. 
Although the passage does not indicate it, the kind of knowledge that nafay ilm 
(beneficial knowledge) is implicitly contrasted with is one that is for worldly gain and 
does not have the power to affect the heart in this manner.  
  Knowledge conceptualized thus, where it is measured and indexed through the 
register of affect is part of a longer tradition of ethical self-cultivation in Islam. Most 
notably, it appears in the writing of the eleventh century scholar Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali 
who argued that reason alone could not suffice the conditions of true knowledge. As 
Ebrahim Moosa observes quoting Ghazali: 
His attachment to reason was “not based on a constructed proof [nazm 
dalil] or systematic argument [tartib kalam].” “Rather”….”it is by means 
of a light [nur] that God has cast in the bosom. And that light is the key to 
most knowledge. Therefore, anyone who thinks that the unveiling of truth 
depends on carefully formulated proofs has indeed placed the abundant 
mercy of God under restraint.”…This form of ontic knowing, knowing 
from being, is what Ghazali and the Muslim tradition generally 
metonymically refer to as the “expansion of the bosom” (sharh al-sadr), a 
code for the essential vitalization of the self. (Moosa 2006:177) 
 
The concept of knowledge forwarded here by Ghazali (interpreted by Moosa) is one that 
derives its significance from a ‘feeling’. Knowing, within this understanding is verified 
                                                
29 Weeping, generally in worship and specifically as an outcome of Quranic recitation is considered 
virtuous. Abu Hamid Al-Ghazzali’s lists weeping as a necessary condition in the rules of Quranic 
recitation. He states that even if one does not feel like weeping, one should make oneself weep. In this 
respect his provision differs from how teachers like Hassan consider weeping. In the latter, tears are an 
outward expression of an inner state. See also Mahmood (2005) for a discussion of interiority and 
exteriority.    
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through the heart. Moosa, elaborating further on Ghazali’s conception of ‘discursive 
knowledge’ suggests that reason is not set aside in Ghazali’s thought but is placed within 
a “transcendent ontology” such that it organically controls the flow and movement 
between epistemological and ontological modes of knowing without countering them 
(Moosa 2006:177). As Moosa has pointed out, traces of Ghazali’s influence are 
discernible even today on contemporary Muslim thought and practice. As such it is 
possible to envision that the notion of knowledge invoked here has resonance with 
Ghazali’s conceptualization. I would suggest that it is within this vein of knowing that an 
understanding of the Quran is conceptualized by the women who participate in Quranic 
learning. Although reason (aql) is given a place especially in the processes through which 
the Quran is made recognizable for the reader, it is not considered enough to produce that 
(ineffable) quality of taqwa (awareness of God), the sense that was highly prized by 
women students of Quranic learning.30As I have shown in chapter 4, the use of reason 
(aql) produced an understanding of the Quran for the reader but that understanding 
affected the reader in ways that were deemed indescribable by my informants. It is this 
sense of knowing that is authorized and validated for women learners of the Quran. It is 
no coincidence that the opening lines for each lesson/lecture is the verse from the Quran:  
 “rabbi ishrah lee sadree Wayassir lee amree Waohlul AAuqdatan min 
lisanee  Yafqahoo qawlee” (Surah Taha 20:25-27) 
  
O my Sustainer! Open up my heart [to Thy light], and make my task easy 
for me, and loosen the knot from my tongue so that they might fully 
understand my speech. (Asad 2008) 
 
                                                
30 Taqwa, as I have discovered, is a difficult concept to describe. My informants used this concept to speak 
of the heightened sense of God which they had developed through their study of the Quran. Others have 
described it as piety, (virtuous) fear and awe, a concern for God and so on. While I believe its usage and 
context defines the breadth and scope of its meaning, the difficulty in pinning down its precise meaning 
indicates its ineffable quality as well.  
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The concept of “expansion of the bosom” (sharh al-sadr) that Moosa cites above 
resonates with this supplication to open up the heart to the light (knowledge) found in this 
verse from the Quran (transliterated here as shrah lee sadree) that prefaces the lessons of 
Quranic study. Without denying the place of reason, this mode of knowledge of the 
Quran aspires nevertheless for an understanding that addresses itself to the inner self of 
man. For Hashmi and other teachers, knowledge is understood to be that which affects 
the heart, a knowledge that leaves an indelible print on the ruh (soul). It therefore needs 
no recall but comes to reside in the tissues of consciousness over time.  
In the concept of knowledge that circulates among women participants of Quranic 
study that I have outlined above, the heart plays an important role in the discernment of 
the quality of knowledge which is nevertheless arrived at through the intellect. Such an 
investment in the heart suggests that the process of Quranic study is invested with ethical 
import itself and not only seen as a means to achieve knowledge about behavior and acts 
that are expected of a believer.  While acting virtuously and ethically as an outcome of 
reflection is considered desirable for my informants, I believe it is also important to keep 
in mind how the act of reading and studying the Quran is framed as a virtuous act. 
Certainly the tradition and practice of Quranic recitation as a form of worship is 
authorized by both ‘reformists’ and ‘traditionalists’.31 Even for Ahmed, who clearly 
privileges comprehension over performance, recitation is seen to earn rewards for its 
performer. While engaging in Quranic study builds upon this tradition, and in fact uses 
                                                
31 I use the terms reformist and traditionalist in quotes because they are somewhat misleading and imply 
that either reformists do not recognize or abide by tradition or that traditionalists are opposed to change. I 
mean neither but use these categories to reflect the distinction between Islamic scholars like Ahmed and 
Maududi (or even Syed Qutb) who have more secular training and those who have been trained within the 
madrassa. In the case of the reformists, both Ahmed and Maududi identify their links with the 
traditionalists which brings into question the distinctness of these categories. 
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the textual references (verses from the Quran and hadith) to establish its authority, it 
differs from the tradition as well. The nature of reflection and self-consciousness that 
accompany the study of the Quran is predicated on privileging meaning in these sites 
which in turn, are seen to contribute directly to the cultivation of taqwa in the reader.32 
More important, it is the process of deliberation upon meaning that is seen to produce this 
much revered quality among women. Below is an excerpt from a tafsir lesson given by 
Farhat Hashmi that I reproduce in some detail which illustrates this point. The actual 
tafsir in this case is prefaced with a digression that instructs the audience on the adaab 
(etiquettes) of listening-reading. These instructive asides are a common feature of the 
‘spoken’ tafsir that I have discussed here and are often revealing of the kind of self-
disciplining regimen that is expected from the reader. Hashmi states: 
When we play the recitation (tilawat), you can get more benefit from it if 
you open your copy of the Quran and follow the recitation. You will get 
all the more from the recitation when your eyes, your ears and your heart, 
all three pay attention to the Quran. If you only listen with your ears, the 
result will be different—if you use both your eyes and your ears, it will be 
something else and if you use your heart along with your eyes and ears [to 
follow the Quran] then there are no words to describe that [the possibilities 
are endless]. Try to absorb the recitation fully inside you. Many of you 
also know the translation. Therefore if you hear the recitation attentively it 
will help you develop your own understanding (samajh). After all, the 
Quran is there to reflect and deliberate upon (ghaur-o-fikr), to be taken 
into your soul (ruh) and then to act accordingly. I am hopeful that many of 
you have started this process of deliberation like Samina, who writes, 
“Praise to God (Alhamdullilah), I am benefitting tremendously from the 
Quran course and have been getting many opportunities to deliberate upon 
the verses of God, glorified and exalted be He (Allah subhanwatallah). 
The other day as I was highlighting the term taqwa in the fifth part (para) 
of the Quran it occurred to me that the term appeared only four times in 
                                                
32 The term taqwa has a certain discursive currency among women students of the Quran more so than 
outside these circles. While the qualities associated with taqwa, fear and awe of God are part of the states 
associated with worship more generally, I believe that they assume a certain self-consciousness within 
these circles. As pointed out by Hirschkind, these are visceral registers which are central to creating the 
kinds of moral dispositions that are essential to an ethically inclined existence (2006). The cultivation of 
these ‘affective states’ through reading and reflection is central to the project of Quranic education in 
contemporary Pakistan. 
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the fifth part whereas in the earlier sections it had appeared many more 
times. Yet the verses here grabbed my attention: ‘And who is there more 
firm in their speech’, and ‘who can be more truthful in their speech than 
God’, ‘certainly all the respect is for God’”. Often what happens is that we 
experience different phases in our life and when we read the Quran in our 
changing circumstances, those verses that appear to hold a special 
message for us stand out from the rest. Then she [Samina] says, “I was 
entering my house today when all of a sudden my gaze fell on the 
flowerbeds—they were in a poor state, weeds had overtaken them. I 
thought to myself, that since the landlord (maalik makaan) of this house 
gave me a sixty day notice to vacate I have lost all interest in 
[maintaining] this house. But what about the Lord of this world (maalik-e-
jahan) who can call you without giving you a notice of even sixty seconds. 
Why the interest in this finite world when it is an irrevocable truth that we 
have to leave it. May God create that certainty (yaqin), faith (iman) and 
awareness/fear (taqwa) in us that we are compelled to be apprehensive of 
our afterlife (aakhirat). Ameen.” 
 
In important manners the above passage reiterates for the listener the benefits of using 
multiple senses and faculties for reading and in the process outlines for the reader what 
constitutes reading and reflection in this instance. More important, it identifies the heart 
not only as the site of feeling and emotions but as a sense organ through which to 
apprehend the Quran and to ponder upon its meaning. Drawing upon the example of the 
student Samina who narrates her experience in her letter to Al-Huda, Hashmi illustrates 
the centrality of the practice of deliberation on the meaning of the Quran to underscore 
how a reflection on everyday reality connects with the larger truths of existence spoken 
about in the text such as the irrevocability of death and afterlife in this case.33 For 
Hashmi, Samina’s confessed realization exemplifies what she and other teachers of 
Quranic study encourage, the constant reminder of one’s finitude even in the face of the 
most mundane of tasks. That the sight of the withering flowerbed as one enters one’s 
house, an act committed hundreds of times, should be the catalyst for such a realization 
                                                
33 Such testimonials are a common feature—many students write in to share their experiences of reading 
the Quran. 
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lends the process of reflection and deliberation upon the Quran its persuasiveness for the 
readers. Samina’s experience is not unusual for women students would often rework the 
mundane aspects of their everyday existence into ethical registers. Hashmi’s use of this 
example is illustrative of how she constructs the ethicality of reading. Here Samina’s 
example was not about showing how she had perfected an aspect of ritual worship (which 
is also important). Rather, it stands out because it is through a particular process of 
reflection and contemplation (ghaur-o-fikr) that Samina was able to cultivate sensibilities 
that are indicators of virtuousness and piety, yaqin (belief), iman (faith) and taqwa (fear). 
The ethics of reading I have described above highlights how women come to 
consider their participation in Quranic study, the kind of emotional and affective 
investments that are valued as part of reading and how the enterprise is considered a 
central part of self-edification. However, reading is also shaped by certain conventions of 
the genre of tafsir which I address in the next section. 
 
Pedagogical Genres: Tafsir as Ethical Discourse 
Tafsir (exegesis) occupies a central place in the curriculum of Quran study 
institutes that I examine. As I mentioned earlier, this reflects the position of reformists 
who have argued for greater emphasis on knowledge of the Quran as part of the reform 
required to bring Islamic education into the present day. The shifts in the literary 
conventions of the genre of tafsir that I outlined in chapter 2 share the basic assumptions 
of how Quranic knowledge should be made available to a wider audience. The style of 
tafsir that circulates in these institutes draws upon the style of Quranic commentary that 
Syed Abul Ala Maududi popularized in the mid-twentieth century (see chapter 2 for a 
detailed discussion). Not only is the medium of everyday vernacular deployed to provide 
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an understanding of the Quran, genealogical traces are erased in order to present a 
straightforward narrative.34 In her study of the women’s mosque movement in Cairo, 
Saba Mahmood suggests that:  
“the practices of self-reflection have varied historically, depending upon 
shifts in notions of the self and pedagogical conditions of mass publicity 
and literacy…..in order to grasp what is historically unique about modern 
forms of reflection in relation to Islamic practices, it is necessary to 
explore both the discursive conditions under which specific kinds of 
deliberation become possible, and the practical task that an act of 
reflection is meant to accomplish”. (Mahmood 2005:55)  
 
If, as Mahmood suggests, practices of self-reflection are historically contingent, then we 
must consider how such interpretive modalities of Quranic engagement gain currency 
among educated women in urban Pakistan. I would suggest that the centrality assumed by 
tafsir in the curriculum of women’s Quranic study, what Mahmood would term the 
“[practice] of self-reflection”, is animated by two larger conditions. One can be judged by 
the emergence of the modern form of tafsir particularly as exemplified by Maulana 
Maududi in which he largely eschewed the interpretive voices of past exegetes and the 
‘mystifying’ nature of internal debates, and instead considers the Quran as a text that is 
knowable, even for those outside the circles of Islamic scholarship. The second consists 
of the hitherto understudied condition of the communicative logics of mass literacy, 
which women who participate in this form of learning have been inducted into. Mass 
literacy, though uneven in its outreach, has created the conditions under which the self 
can be imagined as participating in projects of self-fashioning that deploy the skills 
required for of a formal study of texts. Drawing upon notions of the self that are given 
                                                
34 As in other textual forms, genealogies and chains of transmission were (and in some cases still remain) a 
source of authority of the text itself. For instance, a principle for judging the hadith’s ‘strength’ is its chain 
of transmission. Similarly, a feature of classical exegetical readings is the presence of multiple voices and 
interpretation in the text itself through which the exegete situates himself. See Calder (1993); Saleh (2004). 
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form through social practices of secular life and those that draw upon Islamic discursive 
traditions, religious learning in this case is uniquely grounded in a set of intersecting 
spheres and discursive arrangements that while recognizable in their current iteration are 
not a mere replication. Tafsir, as both a Quranic genre, and a pedagogical apparatus is 
lent a new ‘voice’, one that is distinctly gendered and marked by registers of the 
everyday. It moves between languages and registers, that which is read and spoken, the 
poetic and the practical, the lingua franca and the vernacular. The heteroglossic and 
intertextual qualities of the genre are supplemented with yet another layer, that of spoken 
language.  
Modernist exegetes such as Syed Abul Ala Maududi (and Syed Qutb) have 
contributed significantly to the popularization of this Quranic genre. Maududi’s 
presentation of this form had a pedagogical purpose folded into the very style of 
interpretation of the Quran as I have shown in chapter 2. Maududi’s tafsir includes an 
instructive preface which details for the reader not only the conventions that have shaped 
the author’s narrative style but also offers advice for the reader on how to read. The direct 
and monological style of the narrative operates in a manner that makes the genre’s 
mediatory role invisible to the reader, thus making it appear that the meaning of the 
Quran is available to the reader. The treatment of tafsir in women’s Quranic study 
institutes that I worked in, builds upon Maududi’s tafsir in the sense that the text serves, 
in both style and content, as the basis upon which to layer individual interpretive glosses. 
Although the teachers never referenced Maududi or any other source except the Quran 
and hadith for their interpretations, it was clear that the style, form and content of tafsir 
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that were employed drew upon Maududi’s approach.35 However, the glosses and 
expositions given by the teachers in the Quran centers suggest that each teacher develops 
her own style of tafsir because the aspects of the content that need additional explication 
is not uniform and neither is the style of delivery.  
Below I consider how the genre of Quranic exegesis is a source of edification for 
the reader-listener. In this respect, tafsir is not only a literary artifact that reflects the 
temporal and cultural context of its production, it is also a discourse of subjectivation. 
Drawing on an example from the spoken tafsir of a verse of the Surah Al-Muminun (the 
Believers), I highlight, how the process of explication lays the discursive and conceptual 
‘foundation’ through which subjects are interpellated into the language of the text (Butler 
1993; Foucault and Gordon 1980; Mahmood 2005). In other words, the interpretation and 
explication of Quranic language is part of the process of the embodiment of the text.  
In the daily routine of Quran study, the tafsir session was the longest one. An 
hour and a half to 2 hours each day was devoted to interpreting the meaning of the 
Quranic verses; each session tended to address only a few verses. The interpretation 
followed the numerical sequence of the verses in each surah where the latter are also 
sequentially arranged. However, as is often the case, verses from other parts of the Quran 
were invoked by the teacher to explicate and elaborate on a given verse. The tafsir was 
preceded by two steps, consisting of a recitation of the verse in Arabic and its word to 
word translation in Urdu. Once these were completed, the teacher moved to the 
                                                
35 A complete verse to verse comparison between the two exegetical texts, Maududi’s and the spoken one, 
was not possible given the enormity of the task. Maududi’s tafsir is a five volume text. Spoken tafsir would 
also go into a thousand plus hours of audio time. However, comparisons I made between select passages 
show that Maududi’s tafsir of the Quran serves as the starting text on which the spoken form builds itself. 
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interpretation. In what follows, I use Hashmi’s tafsir; however, the pattern she follows is 
common to both the centers in which I conducted fieldwork. 
At the start of each new Surah, the teacher provided details about it—whether it 
was revealed in Mecca or Medina, the total number of verses, words and letters in the 
Surah, what are the benefits of reading this surah as established by the hadith. For 
instance, in the case of Al-Muminun, she cited a hadith in which the Prophet is said to 
have stated that whoever followed the first ten verses of this Surah would enter heaven. 
While the structure of the preamble I describe here is shared with more classical Quran 
tafsir like the eleventh century scholar, Ahmed Al-Tha’labi’s Al-Kashf, what follows 
diverges from the classical form in significant ways (Saleh 2004).  For explication this 
contemporary form of tafsir relies on the intra-Quranic references, hadith sources and on 
the mufassir’s (exegete’s) use of historical and anecdotal material to arrive at meaning. 
While it follows the formal ‘rules’ of the genre outlined above, it nevertheless diverges 
from earlier forms in that it is silent on commentaries that have been produced by earlier 
exegetes. Unlike Al-Kashf, which Walid Saleh describes as a work of extraordinary 
inclusion of various interpretations and opinions, Hashmi’s tafsir is strikingly silent on 
the ‘voices’ of other exegetical positions. This attempt at monosemy is a characteristic 
feature of the style of tafsir that Maududi and his student, Israr Ahmad advocate; it is also 
a feature noticeable in the commentary of Syed Qutb (Qutb 1979).36 The absence of 
mediating opinions is a feature that John Bowen describes as a particularly modernist 
position (Bowen 1993). The question that arises here is how is authority located in the 
text in the absence of the genealogical characteristics that are a part of a parallel and older 
                                                
36 Although Syed Qutb’s Quranic commentary has been described more as a literary appreciation of the 
Quran than a tafsir in the classical sense. 
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tradition in Islamic textualities?37 I would suggest that this style of tafsir presents itself as 
one where there is no apparent mediating voice—the authority appears to be located in 
the text itself because of the ‘absence’ of the mediating opinions that are characteristic of 
classical forms. In this respect, the use of modern simple Urdu without detailed legal, 
grammatical or linguistic technicalities is deliberate. This style reproduces the 
interpretive stance that intellectuals like Maududi take, one which sees the ‘older’ 
interpretive forms as necessarily mired in technicalities and customs which detract from 
the Quran’s ‘true’ essence. Spoken tafsir further removes the possibility of the human 
author-interpreter for it projects onto the voice of the speaker the authority of the text 
itself. This absence of an author as a producer of a text is not unlike the scientific texts of 
seventeenth and eighteenth century Europe which according to Foucault required no 
authorship; their authority was guaranteed through the genre of the text they were 
producing (Foucault 1980). Tafsir, as rendered here, guarantees authority in a similar 
fashion by attributing a singular meaning to the text. 
The preamble was followed by the commentary itself where verses were taken 
individually or in pairs and elucidated through sources like the hadith but also anecdotal 
and metaphorical languages which were woven into tafsir narratives as an explication of 
the interpretive position. Placed at the end of a tri-partite sequence of recitation, 
translation (into Urdu), interpretation, tafsir narratives in the spoken form, blend the 
historical occasion of the verse with its exemplary significance in the present in order to 
construct its social and ethical valence for its listeners and reader-listeners. Reading-
speaking aloud, the interpretation moves between the printed page and the spoken word. 
                                                
37 The reason why I say parallel is because those commentaries which employ this convention are not out of 
use. Modern Quran commentaries haven’t substituted classical forms but have emerged in parallel to them.  
   
 
162 
In this movement, tafsir combines the formal, poetic tenor of Quranic language with the 
informality of the every-day spoken vernacular Urdu.  The heteroglossia of tafsir 
however extends beyond a movement between ‘national’ languages (Bakhtin 1983). It is 
also a movement between the languages of divine and human, that which is read and 
spoken, and the language of command and that of obedience. The incorporation of 
different speech genres lends spoken tafsir its particularity which differentiates it from 
other earlier iterations of tafsir. 
For the most part, the structure of the interpretation follows the sequence of the 
verses of the Quran, drawing upon it to construct the narrative of the interpretation which 
is contextualized according to the specific social, cultural and political circumstances of 
its revelation. While the translation of the Quranic verse is usually undertaken in more 
formal language which is an effort to keep the ‘poetic’ tone of the Quranic verse intact, 
the interpretation in this case does not necessarily follow such a rule. Extrapolating from 
the Quranic verse, the interpretation further renders it into a style closer to colloquial 
speech.  The heteroglossic quality of tafsir narratives is evident in the ways in which the 
languages of the Quran, hadith and the everyday intersect to produce a “new socially 
typifying language” (Bakhtin 1983:290).  
The manner in which tafsir is rendered, that I highlight below, concentrates its 
role as a pedagogical device in the shaping of the habits and dispositions seen necessary 
for cultivating and fortifying belief and obedience to God. Before I undertake this, I 
would like to add a few words about the ‘spoken’ nature of tafsir. Tafsir has primarily 
been conceptualized and discussed within the terms of its literary qualities. Although 
these aspects have relevance to tafsir in this context as well, there is also a need to 
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understand what tafsir in its spoken form might look like and how its spoken form bears 
on its pedagogical value. What is the relationship between the content and structure of the 
written form and its oral delivery? And how do rhetorical styles and delivery shape aural 
reception? It might be useful to think of spoken tafsir as what Walter Ong has termed 
“secondary orality” consisting of oral forms of speech that are dependent on written 
forms except with a slight modification (Ong 1982:136).38 Rather than assume that 
orality derives its form from the written, I suggest that the spoken and the written are 
mutually constitutive (Bakhtin 1986; Fabian 1993; Messick 1997). While I don’t want to 
belabor the orality/literacy debate, it is important to recognize that tafsir in its 
performative form cannot be seen either as a written text or as an oral one. The scripted 
nature of tafsir has bearing on the form it takes when it is spoken out loud and the 
instructive task it is to perform in its ‘oral’ iteration. Spoken tafsir differs from the 
written for not only the very obvious reasons that it is ‘heard’ and not ‘read’ but also 
because it takes what might be described as literary strategies and recasts them into an 
acoustic dimension, the space of the oral-aural. Like other oratorical forms (sermon), its 
exhortations and persuasions have as much to do with content as they do with the style of 
delivery, particularly as the inflections of tone and cadence, and at times, humor and 
irony which are signaled through voice modulations, shape the content of the 
commentary. What is important to the discussion of tafsir in this context is that it unfolds 
                                                
38 Although I use Ong’s category of secondary orality, I find his characterization of primary orality as 
chaotic and unreflective because of the absence of the written form difficult to accept especially within the 
Islamic discursive tradition where the oral and written have been shown to be interdependent (Messick 
1996a). Following that it might be more useful to think of oral and written practices as not only historically 
and culturally situated but also as mutually constitutive. See Bakhtin (1986); Fabian (1993); Messick 
(1997).  
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within a dynamic of the spoken word and its aural reception as well as the literary 
conventions that guide Quranic interpretation. 
Transcribed below at some length is a tafsir of the first two verses of Surah Al-
Muminun (The Believers). The tafsir of this complete Surah which has one hundred and 
eighteen verses, was spread over four sessions, with each session lasting about two hours. 
The first lesson, parts of which I discuss below, addressed verses one through 22 (which 
corresponds to the first of six sections of the surah).39 As is customary for her lessons, 
Hashmi begins with a translation of the verse before going into the detailed explanations. 
The opening sentences of the tafsir are punctuated by two hadith which explain the 
benefit of reading this surah. It is then followed by an explication of the verses. She 
states: 
Bismillah ir-Rahman ir-Rahim. [Qad 'Aflaĥa Al-Mu'uminūna]. When the 
word qad (indeed) precedes a matter/point, then it indicates the certainty 
of that matter…..thus when you start a sentence with qad, it means that it 
is confirmed…..the word Afalaha has a root of f-l-h and falah means to 
tear apart, to cut. Falah also means a peasant, someone who tills the land 
….. Falah also means to succeed….al-muminoon is the plural of momin 
(believer). [Qad 'Aflaĥa Al-Mu'uminūna]. Indeed, the believers will 
succeed, and here success means not partial success but complete 
(mukammal) success, in this life and the hereafter. So, indeed successful 
will be the believers; which believers? Those whose qualities appear here 
(in this surah). [Al-Ladhīna Hum Fī Şalātihim Khāshi`ūn]. Those people, 
who in their prayers (namaz) adopt khushu (humility), show their 
submissiveness (aajazi). The word Khaashaoon is the plural of khasha 
and its root is kh-sh-aah. Khasha means to bend, to be suppressed. 
 
Explication of each verse under discussion proceeds through several levels, beginning 
when each word of the verse is uttered separately and translated. The level of explication 
here is simple and linear. Each word of the verse, indicated by the italicized 
transliteration in square brackets, is explained by elaborating on its varied meanings. For 
                                                
39 A sub-division of the Surah is sections (ruku) where each section is comprised of a number of verses. 
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instance, falah in the above passage is shown to have several meanings but only one is 
selected. Similarly, in the next verse, the term khushu (humility) is elaborated. The state 
of khushu (humility) has a particular salience for theological discussions about prayer 
(namaz).40 It depicts a morally appropriate inner state that has been considered by 
theologians to be integral to performance of practices of worship and lends the practice 
its sense of genuineness and sincerity (Ghazzali 1994; Quasem 1979). In the discussion 
of the verse that follows, which I transcribe below, the significance is elaborated in more 
detail. The tone in which the explanation is rendered is even and typical of the style of 
delivery that is employed in the Quran study institutes, although male exegetes, like the 
late Israr Ahmed, used a more impassioned tone in his tafsir sessions than did the 
teachers I observed. Part of the reason for such an approach might be found in the 
distancing of their pedagogies from the more popular styles of oratorical forms that are 
part of religious life in Pakistan. The Friday khutba (sermon) which is a regular feature 
associated with mosques, for the most part is a style of persuasion and exhortation that 
many educated and/or secular minded mosque-goers find excessive in its use of devices 
that conjure up visions of hellfire, and the unbridled use of pathos.41 In many 
neighborhoods of Karachi, mosque-goers determine their affiliation to local mosques 
based on the content and style of the Friday khutba (sermon). The affinity for particular 
oratorical styles among urban Pakistanis is determined to a large extent by education, 
class and sectarian affiliation, indeed an iteration of what Bourdieu has termed as habitus 
(1990). Many of the women I worked with would cite the quality and style of delivery as 
a necessary feature of the appeal a teacher had. For instance Farida, a former student of 
                                                
40 See Mahmood (2005). 
 
41 In other sites, these same qualities draw listeners in. 
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Hassan’s appreciated the even and (reasoned) quiet tones that Hassan uses, her command 
of the texts, and the ordered ambience of the Quran institutes and often cited these as the 
reasons for why she was persuaded to enroll in the Quran lessons. Her appreciation of 
Hassan’s style implied her preference for a style of speech that did not rely on dramatic 
gestures and histrionics to makes its point. In this instance, the stillness of the speaker’s 
body is read as a sign of authoritative knowledge as opposed to speech in which the body 
gesticulates and moves to convey meaning. This sense of order and discipline is carried 
into the style of delivery of the tafsir lesson which for many women attendees signals a 
shift away from what they consider as ‘backward’, chaotic and unreflexive practices 
associated with religious learning in more traditional institutions. Not only is the style of 
delivery measured in their opinion, the way in which the lesson proceeds is considered 
structured and methodical. For instance, in the preamble of Surah Nisa (the Women), 
Hashmi spent a considerable amount of time explaining what it meant to categorize a 
Surah Meccan or Medinan, the complexities of each category and how it would help 
them to develop their own understanding of the Quran. Hassan, in explaining the same 
Surah went to even greater lengths to explain to the students how these categories should 
influence the reading of the surah and verse in question. This interspersing of the abstract 
and analytical within a narrative that is largely exhortatory is, I would suggest, a subtle 
alignment of content and style of delivery. More important it marks a shift in oratorical 
forms that have been (and remain) a common practice in Pakistan. The spoken tafsir 
incorporates both bodily comportments and a kind of knowledge that appeals to the 
educated middle-class sensibilities of women like Farida who not only wish to ground 
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their practices within a knowledge that has been derived from the text but also want a 
deeper understanding of the intellectual reasoning that give shapes to the knowledge.  
The second level of interpretation expands upon the concept of khushu and its 
relationship to practice, in this case, prayer (namaz). Like the virtue of taqwa 
(fear/consciousness of God), khushu or humility has been considered fundamental to the 
performance of prayer and of ritual practices in general. As explained further by Hashmi 
during the session: 
Khushu is used for satisfaction and contentment as well as for ‘to bend’. 
Those people who adopt khushu in their prayer (namaz) that is they pray 
calmly (sukoon ke saath), they stand in front of God humbly. And khushu 
is the humility of the heart and the bowing (down) of the heart, the effects 
of which are visible on a person’s limbs. This effect on the limbs is called 
khuzu which is why these two words, khushu and khuzu are generally used 
together. Khushu is the bending of the heart thus those who adopt khushu 
in their prayer, their inner selves (andar) bend, Then what is on the 
outside (zahir) also bends. Their limbs also bend.42 
 
The purpose of the interpretation is to elaborate on this central principle of khushu. What 
is important to note here is that the term khushu and its conceptual accouterments for 
many of the participants of Quranic learning are new, especially in relation to ritual 
practice. This is not to suggest that the inner disposition generally described as humility 
is new in the discursive domain through which religious practice is learnt. Most women, 
both within and outside the circles of Quranic study would agree that humility is a virtue, 
both in prayer and in the general sense. The discussion here is not so much about 
extolling the general importance of khushu but about the specific place it has in 
theological and mystical discourse, especially as it relates to the material aspects of the 
self, i.e. the limbs (or body) in the act of ritual prayer. The heart here is the locus for 
                                                
42 The term ‘bend’ in English doesn’t adequately capture the image of submission that the Urdu term 
jhukna connotes. Jhuk jaana is to bow down [in front of]; to show one’s submission materially, through the 
body’s bending and bowing. 
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effecting action; the bending of the heart, its softening is seen to naturally affect the limbs 
in prayer, which serves as the index for sincerity of intent and humility. This 
conceptualization and discursive arrangement of khushu gives specific meaning and form 
to the disposition that it is supposed to represent and while it draws upon the familiar 
notion of humility, it also lends it a specificity which connects it to practice. Its presence 
is registered by the effects it has on the body. It should be noted that the discussion did 
not focus on how khushu should be cultivated; just that it was a necessary feature of 
prayer. Although it is rare for such aspects of practice to be addressed within discussions 
of tafsir, these are considered essential to performance of rituals and are therefore 
discussed in a series of topical lectures that often supplement the sessions on translation 
and interpretation. The discussions emanating from Quranic commentary focus on 
developing a conceptual register for the reader of the Quran.43 
The next level of explanation adds a layer of meaning to khushu by signifying 
what it constitutes. Here analogical reasoning is used to illustrate the connections 
between humility and hypocrisy. Hashmi goes on to add:  
A companion of the Prophet would supplicate, “Oh Lord, keep me safe 
from the hypocritical khushu (humility), from false khushu (humility)” and 
what is this hypocritical humility? It is when a person only appears 
humble but his heart is not invested in it. And hypocrisy indicates the 
inconsistency between the visible/obvious (zahir) and the hidden (batin). 
And whatsoever a person feels in his heart that which is hidden, is bound 
to show in his actions. A person cannot hide this for long. Abu Huraira 
recites, “Once the Prophet (Peace be upon him) saw a man who was 
playing with his beard during prayer (namaz). He stated that had this man 
possessed khushu (humility) in his heart, it would (naturally) show in his 
limbs”44. This is similar to when you care for someone deeply (in your 
                                                
43 For a detailed discussion of the cultivation of virtuous dispositions through bodily practices. See 
Mahmood (2005). 
 
44 This particular hadith has been cited in both classical and modern exegetical texts, including Maulana 
Maududi’s Tafhimul Quran. 
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heart) then without even consciously trying, you would fall in with this 
person’s will. When you care for someone like that, it is immediately 
visible in your actions—they will never go against that person. But if you 
do not care for her in your heart, then your attitude towards her will 
eventually reveal that inconsistency. You cannot maintain that hypocritical 
façade for very long. Sooner or later, it will reveal itself in your actions.  
 
The inner/outer (zahir/batin) dualism involved here is a common one in Islamic 
discourses. This binary is used in various registers. For example, it is used to describe the 
literal and metaphorical meanings inherent in the Quranic verses, the nature of reality, 
and the difference between action and intent to cite a few. Although intent, an inner 
quality that is not explicitly expressed in this instance, it would be useful to briefly 
consider it in the discussion of khushu. A key concern of Islamic practices in general is 
that of intentionality which owing to its subjective and internal nature, has proven 
difficult to ascertain (Messick 2001; Powers 2006). As Messick notes in his examination 
of determining intent, “the contested solution to this interpretive problem involves the 
study of manifest signs and forms of legal expression, including but not limited to a 
person’s spoken words and writing” (Messick 2001:153). In the absence of any definitive 
indicators, it is in a person’s actions, the outward signs in which intention (niyat) is 
looked for. In the same way, although khushu is an interior quality, its presence pivots on 
this interior/exterior dichotomy. Its possession is judged by its expression (or lack 
thereof) in outward action, as revealed through manifest signs, in this case the still (and 
submissive) body.  
It may be argued that intent and humility in Islam are qualitatively different in 
that humility is a virtue and by many accounts a mystical quality, whereas intent is not. 
As noted by Powers, it is a rational act that names certain gestures and action as worship 
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and “focuses the mind, consciousness and attention on that action” (Powers 2006:82).45 
However, it can also be argued that both are inner states and the expectation is that the 
absence of either compromises the act of worship. Like khushu, processes of intent 
formation are located in the interior self, often signified by the heart (Messick 2001).46  
For this discussion, the difference between determining intent and possessing humility 
consists of the former being undertaken through an interpretive agency located outside of 
the self whereas in the latter case it is through individual self-vigilance shaped by an 
interpretive agency that one guards against hypocrisy (munafiqat), signified by the 
discord between the inner and outer states, the zahir and the batin. In the conclusion of 
the discussion of the concept, the teacher connects khushu to an individual’s relationship 
with God. Hashmi continues: 
It is in fact the humility of the heart that appears in one’s actions, the 
bending and molding of the heart. If your heart is not in the prayer 
(namaz) then you won’t be able to stand still and pray—at some point, the 
restlessness and the fidgeting will materialize in your prayers (namaz). 
Which is why in verse 45 from Surah Baqarah (the Cow) it states that “no 
doubt prayer is very heavy but for those who have adopted khushu and are 
fearful of God”. And if you think about it, prayer (namaz) is the reflection 
of one’s life. You can judge from a person’s prayer what her relationship 
with God is like. If someone is not fully invested in their prayers, then 
their relationship with God is lacking. Those people who adopt khushu in 
their prayers when praying in front of others but do not pray with khushu 
in private, they are hypocrites (munafiq). And hypocrisy (munafiqat) is the 
worst of all the vices and a sign of a person with low intellect. So that 
person who prays with khushu only in public and not in private, then her 
                                                
45 As Powers qualifies, thinkers like Al-Ghazali have noted the ‘spiritual quality’ of niya (intent), however, 
he warns against attempts to rework niya (intent) primarily into a spiritual quality are noted because of its 
implications for ‘serv[ing] a broad agenda of correcting a ‘defective’ Islam’ by (p. 80). While I heed his 
warning, I also cannot help but note his own observations that among ordinary people, niya has a fairly 
elastic meaning. As such, its categorization as rational or spiritual depends on the subjective states through 
which it is apprehended. 
 
46The significance of the heart is established by this hadith, cited in Bukhari, ‘Surely there is in the body a 
small piece of flesh; if it is good, the whole body is good, and if it is corrupted, the whole body is 
corrupted, and that is surely the heart’. 
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prayer is not successful. The condition for success (falah) is that first of all 
one’s relationship with God must be correct and the indication of that is to 
remember God in one’s prayer (namaz). God has kept prayer for this 
reason, ‘establish prayer in order to remember Me’. If you cannot 
remember God during prayers, then it is not prayer. 
 
The above multi-layered explication of khushu gives conceptual specificity to the kind of 
disposition that is desirable in the praying subject. At the same time, such discourses of 
self-edification also have a pedagogical purpose because there is an expectation that the 
addressee will alter her behavior to reflect and embody these conceptualizations. Khushu, 
as it is rendered here, is presented as an interior state, located in the heart. At the same 
time, it is discursively connected to the outer state, the visible effects on the body once it 
finds a place in the heart. In the explanation of khushu given in the above passage, the 
body assumes the orientation of the heart. As such, it is also a quality which is seen to 
instill the capacity to discern and read one’s own inconsistencies between the inner and 
outer self. My point here is that tafsir discursively imbues the reading subject with a self-
consciousness about practice, one which enables the reader to act and behave in ways that 
are deemed necessary to fulfill the obligations of a Muslim subjectivity. As mentioned 
earlier, commentary is not the site through which women learn the ‘material’ and bodily 
techniques of fashioning one’s self into the demands of the text. The thrust of tafsir is 
directed towards the conceptual and discursive formations in the subject’s consciousness 
which support and inform virtuous action. 
In way of concluding this section I want to offer a few words about how tafsir 
narratives enable a certain kind of deliberative practice among women participants of 
Quranic study. The Aristotelian notion of habitus has been invoked by Saba Mahmood in 
her study of the women’s mosque movement as an important concept for the 
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consideration of the body as the site of moral training among mosque going women in 
Cairo. Contrasting it with Bourdieu’s understanding of habitus, as the unconscious 
expression of the social structure in a subject’s disposition she states, “the Aristotelian 
notion of habitus forces us to problematize….how bodily form does not simply express 
the social structure but also endows the self with particular capacities through which the 
subject comes to the enact the world” (2005:139). Mahmood’s use of the Aristotelian 
formulation of habitus serves a particular conception of the body—as a site which 
through repeated and deliberate performance of certain acts (virtues and vices) is capable 
of producing desire for the act of worship itself.  In other words she is suggesting that 
consciousness and intentionality in the performance of prayer allows it to become a 
“need” such that one no longer requires “conscious reflection” to fulfill it (2005:139). 
While Mahmood’s analysis points to the role of repeated performance of prescribed ritual 
acts, like prayer, in cultivating virtuous habits of piety, the question of how certain forms 
of self-consciousness and intentionality are cultivated and contribute to the desire to 
perform the act in the first place, I would suggest, is in need of greater analytical 
attention. For instance, the performance of ritual action, be it prayer, fasting, recitation 
etcetera, are not in themselves new ritual practices that women learn as part of their 
Quranic study. Most women who participate in Quranic learning know them and perform 
them (to various degrees) even prior to their participation in these sites. I would add that 
in order for women to lend and distinguish their prayer as being a conduit for the 
production of correct desire, there has to be a consciousness of the prayer as a means 
through which desire could be cultivated. This shift in consciousness and the attunement 
of one’s attention to the performance of one’s action requires a certain mindfulness 
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which, for the women I worked with, was the identifiable shift that a Quranic 
understanding provided. While women agreed that they were more mindful of the 
regularity and degree to which they performed their ritual worship, the most significant 
differences were located in their ability to be attentive to the inner dispositions that were 
necessary for efficacious worship. I am not suggesting that practicing Muslims who do 
not engage in interpretive and deliberative practices like tafsir do not have the ability or 
consciousness to reflect on their worship. However, tafsir narratives allow women to 
develop the language and conceptualizations through which they become self-vigilant in 
ways that they are able to claim as being qualitatively ‘different’ from their practice prior 
to Quranic study (see chapter 4). In other words, it was the opportunity that Quranic 
study afforded them within which to consciously and deliberately contemplate, using the 
language of the Quran, on the soteriological possibilities of worship which points to the 
pedagogical potential of tafsir.  
 
Conclusion 
 The popularity of tafsir within circles of Quranic study that I have described in 
this chapter reveals two aspects which are particular to it within this context. One is the 
ethical demand placed on the reader to engage in the practice of interpretation and 
deliberation as part of the practice of Quranic engagement. Certainly this aspect builds on 
an established practice which recognizes reciting the Quran as a virtuous act. 
Nevertheless, to this is brought a new sensibility, one which defines the ethicality of the 
act in terms of reflection and deliberation upon the meaning of the word. In that respect, 
the genre’s modern iteration, that is its simple language and narrative style, lends itself to 
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the task of producing an understanding of the Quran for non-specialists whose goal for a 
deeper engagement with the Quran is transforming the self for personal salvation.  
 The second aspect of tafsir that I have explored in this chapter is its pedagogical 
role in shaping and informing the conscious effort through which correct behaviors and 
attitudes in worship are enacted. The self-awareness that is brought to bear on worship 
and through which women modify and amend their performance of rituals of worship is 
developed through the conceptual language of the Quran. In this sense, the explicit 
connection made between text and practice and the manner in which this is undertaken 
lend tafsir its specificity in this context. 
 Although I have analytically separated these two aspects of tafsir, I suggest that 
they are in fact part of the same discourse of understanding which undergirds the practice 
of Quranic study in these sites. This notion of understanding not only demands that one 
should have knowledge of the ways in which the Quran informs practice but also how to 





















At dawn in Karachi, after the azaan (call to prayer) the first sound one hears from 
mosques on the still silent streets and neighborhood are those of the Quran being recited, 
lasting for a couple of hours past daybreak. With microphones and loudspeakers being a 
recent technological addition to many mosques, competing voices of young boys reciting 
the Quran can often be heard coming from nearby mosques, creating ‘stereo wars’ in most 
urban neighborhoods. A standing practice for many years, the state television and radio 
broadcast services in Pakistan begin their daily programming schedule with a recitation of 
the Quran and most public events commence with the recitation of the Quran. Seen as an 
auspicious practice, its performance features prominently in life-cycle events such as 
marriages, births and deaths. Electronic, print, televisual and audio media technologies 
have over the years, been appropriated for the performance of Quranic recitation for 
purposes of audition and pedagogy.  
Despite its many public valences, it is in the personal forms of worship, that the 
recitation of the Quran is most common. As noted by Messick, “recitation (qira’a) is the 
mode in which the Quran figures in ritual life” (Messick 1996:22) pointing to the ubiquity 
of this modality in the performance of daily practices of devotional worship. The daily 
obligatory practice of salat (prayer), consisting of specific verses of the Quran is often 
supplemented with supererogatory forms of worship such as tilawa (recitation) of the 
Quran, or other Quranic invocations involving shorter verses or sometimes even words 
(for example God’s names). What is perhaps a unique feature of Quranic recitation, 
particularly for laypersons is that, for the most part, it is independent from the endeavors 
and projects which depend on uncovering or arriving at the meaning of the text that one 
recites. Quranic Arabic is vocalized under a system of rules called tajwid which lend it a 
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particular sound, setting it apart from everyday Arabic speech (Gade, 2006). For both 
Arabic speakers and non-speakers, competency and fluency in ‘reading’ Quranic Arabic 
does not necessarily translate into reading comprehension. Unlike tafsir (exegesis), which 
explicates the Quranic word for its reader, the recitation of the Quran which has existed 
alongside the literary forms of the Quran has emphasized the performed and embodied 
elements of recitation. Thus rather than aim for comprehension of the Quranic word, 
recitation normatively practiced, stresses upon the correct vocalization of the letters and 
words of the Quranic text along with the prescribed bodily comportment and mental states 
of the reciter.  
Although the above has and remains a normative approach to the engagement with 
the Quranic text, for many being able to understand the meaning of the Quranic word as 
part of everyday practices of faith is an emerging sensibility. Women especially are drawn 
by the idea of being able to learn about the Quran in a relevant and accessible way. As one 
woman student noted “Any ibada (worship) without ilm (knowledge) is merely a ritual we 
learned a long time ago, with no spirit.” This statement encapsulates the stance through 
which this new form of Quranic study is promoted and on the basis of which it has gained 
support and popularity in Pakistan. Knowledge in this context means something specific—
the ability to understand the meaning of the words that are invoked or recited during 
worship. Worship without the requisite understanding of what one is reciting is considered 
a hollow exercise, a mere mouthing of words that are memorized without really knowing 
the content. Consequently, the turn towards understanding the Quran through one’s own 
(interpretive) agency by ordinary women in urban centers in Pakistan, has blurred the 
(practiced) mutual exclusiveness of interpretive and recitational modes of worship. 
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Increasingly, the desire to understand what one recites is cited as part of the need to 
develop an ‘authentic’ understanding of the text, and through that of faith. This is not to 
suggest that women participating in Quranic learning do not view interpretation and 
recitation as distinct modes of Quranic engagement which require complying with a 
separate set of rules. My informants who participated in Quranic study and who had all 
(nominally) been “reciters” of the Quran from an early age, now claimed to be its readers, 
a claim that involved not the disavowal of the practices of recitation, but its resignification 
within the registers of understanding and comprehension of what was recited. In fact, 
women who participated in Quranic study were generally speaking more technically 
proficient in the recitational form they practiced than women who did not take up Quranic 
study.   
Tafsir (exegesis) and tajwid (rules of recitation) are taught as separate subjects in 
the Quran study institutes because they involve two different approaches. Tafsir, taught in 
a homiletic style, explicates the Quranic verse in Urdu for the listener whereas, correct 
recitation involves a process of vocal imitation and repetition of the Quranic verse in the 
original language of the Quran. Despite this difference, women students see the two as 
necessarily linked together in the effort to produce an efficacious reading of the Quran. 
While technical proficiency is still considered integral to the correct performance of 
recitation, understanding the meaning of what one recites now conjoins these two distinct 
forms.  
The shift among women of how ibada (worship) should be conceived and 
practiced has added to the general controversy of this style of Quranic learning and the 
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changes it fosters among women.1 More specifically, it has created contestation over what 
is the correct form, mode and occasion for reciting the Quran. Through an exploration of 
the discursive contestations over ritual performance this chapter considers how women 
link notions of comprehension and understanding to the practice of Quranic recitation. I 
first examine the contestation that has emerged around Quranic recitation to understand 
how it influences and reworks its location in the social realm. The second part of the 
chapter examines and analyzes the quality of experiences that women claim Quranic 
learning has enabled in them and how the knowledge and capacity to ‘know’ what one 
recites shapes how women read-recite the Quran. In particular, I consider how rational 
forms of knowledge such as comprehension and meaning and capacities for logic and 
interpretation are implicated in producing the kinds of affective and emotional states that 
authenticate one’s submission to God and the commitment towards cultivating piety and 
taqwa (awareness of God). 
The discourse of understanding that has given shape to new forms of Quranic 
learning among educated urban women in Pakistan is comparable to the growing trend in 
other parts of the Muslim world (including Muslim communities in Europe and North 
America) where the cultivation of a pious self is being undertaken through a critical 
engagement with the religious texts and discourses and the embodiment of Islamic ethical 
forms and virtues (Eickelman and Anderson 2003; Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 2005; 
Messick 1997; Silverstein 2008). Rather than consider the popularity of this new form of 
Quranic study among women in Pakistan as a renewed interest in faith (or more crudely, a 
‘resurgence’ of Islam due to the growing talibanization of Pakistani society), I prefer to 
                                                
1 For many ‘secular’ liberals, the donning of the hijab and niqab by women participants of Quranic study 
was viewed as a turning back of the clock on progress made on women’s rights in the last fifty years.  
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examine this as a shift in modality of a long-standing and popular everyday practice.2 In 
line with recent scholarly work that has revealed the complex effects of the intersection of 
new technologies and discursive formations with culturally and historically embedded 
practices of self-cultivation, I examine how the practice of Quranic recitation is relocated 
within the discourse of understanding in which its efficacy is measured along a new 
axes—that of performance and comprehension. In such a form of learning, the ability to 
recite the Quran in the correct manner as authorized retains its significance but the 
registers of it significance are now linked to one’s capacity to understand the meaning and 
of correct pronunciation as a means to achieving an authentic and correct knowledge of 
the Quran. 
I begin this chapter with an outline of what constitutes ‘recitation’ within the 
Islamic normative tradition and the social realm of urban Pakistani women that I explored 
in my fieldwork. While Quranic recitation is a complex realm, with historically and 
culturally shifting centers of gravity, my focus is on its practice among ‘ordinary’ women 
in Karachi. Therefore, I do not explore the technical features of this practice among the 
trained, professional world of reciters (Gade 2004; Nelson 1985) but locate it instead 
within the space of the everyday practice where the contestation over what constitutes as a 
‘correct reading’ of the Quran has emerged in the last two decades. That this shift is 
coeval with the forms of Quranic learning that I discuss in this dissertation is not a 
coincidence. The emerging contestation has in fact been generated by the privileging of 
                                                
2 I don’t want to suggest here that there have been no other effects prior to this on recitational practices and 
their instruction. What comes to mind is the printed primer, arbi qaida, that is now commonly used for 
instruction in recitation—tracking the emergence of the primer as a pedagogical tool may add new insights 
to the story of Quranic recitation as a practice of worship in South Asia. On the surface, it could be argued 
that there is not much change in the practice itself—however, as I have tried to show in this chapter, it is in 
the way that the Quran is engaged with and apprehended that one notices the shifts. 
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understanding as the primary mode through which the Quran must be engaged as an 
everyday act. In this social realm, the concern with meaning has altered the place Quranic 
recitation occupies as an act of both personal devotion and its manifestation within the 
social religious world occupied by my informants.  
  
A Note on Recitation 
The term recitation has been widely used by scholars to describe the ‘oral’ 
reproduction of the Quran in ritual practice. Although some scholars use the term 
‘reading’ to describe the practice in which the Quran is vocalized either through memory 
or by visual reference to a physical text, because ‘reading’ is often associated with the 
silent, contemplative exercise, it does not capture what is entailed in the ritualized oral 
production of the Quranic verse.3 The manner of the Quran’s revelation is often connected 
to the recitational modality widely used in the engagement with the text in ritual practice. 
According to tradition, the Quran was revealed orally by the Angel Gabriel to the Prophet 
Muhammed, who could neither read nor write. It is believed that Gabriel’s first words to 
Muhammed were the command: “Recite in the name of your Lord Who created man from 
a clot of congealed blood” (trans. Maududi n.d. 96:1-2). The tradition further holds that 
Quran was revealed to the Prophet over the period of thirty years in this manner and that it 
was in this form that it was known and transmitted in the earlier years. Furthermore, the 
Quran is said to have existed primarily as an oral text until its compilation into a written 
form, to guard its accurate preservation, under the rule of the third Caliph, Uthman, twenty 
                                                
3 Historians of reading such as Roger Chartier have argued for reading to be understood as a historically and 
culturally constituted practice and is intimately connected to the technologies of writing and reading. 
Reading has thus not always been a solitary and silent exercise and has, even in the European context, a 
more recent and modern form of reading. For a more relevant understanding of the place of recitation in 
Muslim societies, see Messick (1993), which provides a nuanced examination of the concept of recitation 
and its links to knowledge transmission and of modalities of learning. Also see Denny (1989).  
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years after the Prophet’s death, (Sonn 2006). Prior to its compilation into a physical text, 
especially during the lifetime of the Prophet, it was entrusted to individuals who relied on 
memory for its transmission and preservation (Gade 2004). Based on the place of oral 
traditions of knowledge acquisition and transmission in early Islam, as well as the Quranic 
directives to recite which appear in the Quran several times, scholars have noted the 
important of the recitational modalities in an engagement with the Quran (Denny 1980; 
Gade 2006).  Although the recitational modality has been primarily discussed in relation 
to the Quran, a broader role for recitation as a mode of learning, transmission and 
knowledge production has also been argued for in Muslims institutions of learning and 
law (Eickelman 1985; Messick 1996; Mottahedeh 1985).  
Recitational modalities feature prominently in daily worship rituals, especially 
those constituted by Quranic verses such as the namaz (prayer), tasbih (rosary) and dua 
(supplication) where individuals recite select verses and words of the Quran through 
memory. In addition to these, a form of Quranic recitation termed tilawa (recitation) is 
often undertaken as an act of individual supererogatory prayer. Unlike the namaz, the 
latter does not rely on memory but often requires the presence of a physical text for 
reference.4  
In scholarly literature on recitation, the Arabic terms tilawa (to follow) or qira’a 
(to read) are used, sometimes interchangeably, to speak of a common form of Quranic 
recitational practice where depending on the style of performance the correct vocalization 
of the words of the Quran are the goal of the ritual.  In colloquial Urdu, the term tilawat, 
derived from the Arabic tilawa, is used broadly to speak about both the forms of personal 
                                                
4 Here I am referring specifically to the performance of recitation in the realm of ordinary men and women. 
Professional reciters, Qari, recite by memory. Besides this difference between profession and lay reciters is 
also the difference in the style of recitation that is employed. 
   
 
183 
devotion as well as the more professionalized performance of ritual readings. A distinct 
discipline related to the Quran, tilawa (Urdu: tilawat), draws upon discursive rules 
(tajwid), styles and narrative traditions (hadith) which emphasize correct and aesthetically 
pleasing vocalization and pronunciation of the Quran’s words as an aim and project in 
itself—rather than semantics as the end goal.5 Therefore, unlike reading the performance 
of Quranic recitation, whether through memory or by visual recognition of the letters and 
words cannot be evaluated solely through the prism of meaning. Rather, it involves the 
exact production of prescribed sounds corresponding to the particular combination of 
letters and diacritics.  
Tilawa, is constituted by two identifiable forms; the mujawwad which is a 
‘melodious and ornate’ style of recitation and is employed by trained professional reciters; 
and the style most common for one’s personal worship termed murattal. Straightforward 
and faster, it emphasizes the clear enunciation of each letter and word rather than the 
musicality of the Quranic word (Gade 2004; Martin 1987). While the two styles are 
intended for different purposes, both aim to attain exactitude according to the rules of 
tajwid which details for the reciter the correct vocal production of letters and words of the 
Quran and the pauses and inflexions.  
Before moving further, I want to clarify that by emphasizing the performative 
element of recited speech I am not suggesting that there is no relationship between 
recitational forms and meaning. As scholars have noted, oral transmission of the Quran 
predates its orthographic representation and was the primary mode for its preservation in 
early Islamic history. Even after the production of a written text of the Quran (mushaf), 
                                                
5This condition might be more applicable to the early instruction of the Quran although for many ordinary 
people, it persists through life. However, an ideal performance, as defined by Al-Ghazali, is constituted by a 
range of conditions of which understanding is one. I elaborate this more below.  
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variations in dialects used in its vocalization provided the layering and enhancement of 
meaning for its interpretation (Denny 1980; Gade 2004; Martin 1987). As I pointed out 
earlier, the centrality of memorization and recitational modalities to knowledge 
transmission and learning in Muslim institutions such as the Quran school and the 
madrassa in later periods has been affirmed by studies which show its importance even for 
non-Quranic texts (Eickelman 1985; Messick 1996; Mottahedeh 1985). As Messick notes 
in the context of higher learning in Yemen, achievement was marked by the ability of the 
student to recite back text that had been dictated by the teacher and memorized by the 
student (1996). These studies alert us to the complex relationship that recitational 
modalities have with learning, the construction of meaning and understanding in Muslim 
societies.  
The eleventh century Muslim scholar Abu Hamid Al-Ghazali, whose influence has 
been traced to many parts of the Muslim world and is discernible even today in many 
ritual and mystical practices, makes understanding a key component of Quranic recitation. 
However, the relationship is not necessarily a linear one where the Quran is recited in the 
way that one might read a book to arrive at meaning. Al-Ghazali’s rules suggest an ideal 
state for performing God’s word. An effective recitation is not only constituted by 
understanding what the divine words mean but must necessarily be achieved by working 
consciously on a range of mental and embodied dispositions such as correct affective and 
emotional states during the performance, the conscious and deliberate control of voice, 
inflexion, tone and speed, the body’s ritual purity, how much to read, what one should feel 
and so on. Combined, these features can allow, according to Ghazali the believer to obtain 
the beneficial effects of the Quran’s true power (Quasem, 1979). The concept of 
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understanding or knowledge of the Quran, in Ghazali’s schema, is thus a combined effort 
of one’s different faculties and senses which does not privilege heart over mind or mind 
over body but effectively coalesces these to produce knowledge of the Quran. Drawing 
upon al-Ghazali, Charles Hirschkind has pointed out in his ethnography of cassette-
sermon audition in Cairo that the reciter “must not only seek to understand God’s 
message, in the cognitive sense; she must also make herself into an adequate “host” for the 
presence of divine words, by bodying forth the attitudes and expressions corresponding to 
the verses heard or recited. Through practice, she must make her body and heart into an 
instrument capable of resonating (resounding) the words she submits to” (2006:81).  
The significance of meaning notwithstanding in al-Ghazali’s model of Quranic 
recitation, contemporary practices of Quranic recitational forms in many parts of the 
Muslim world do not require comprehension, in the cognitive sense, in order to be 
considered fulfilled in day to day life. The primary goal of Quranic instruction has been its 
correct vocal performance where cognitive sense of the words of the Quran is absent from 
the instruction. A recently published Urdu manual of tajwid (rules of recitation) best 
articulates what undergirds recitational instruction of the Quran in South Asia; the author 
stresses on two aspects of recitation that are considered necessary in it proper execution. 
One is the importance of correct pronunciation (mukharij-e-huroof) and second is the 
importance of observing the etiquettes (adaab) of recitation.  Although correct 
vocalization and pronunciation bear the emphasis in such a pedagogical project, the 
author, echoes Ghazali’s’ concern and need for observing what he terms “external” (zahir) 
etiquettes and norms. These define the relationship between the body and text and include 
being in a condition of ritual physical purity (ba-wuzoo), wearing clean clothes, facing the 
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right direction (qibla-ru), and ensuring that the surrounding space in which the Quran is 
recited is unpolluted. But the most important aspect is, nevertheless, the correct 
pronunciation (mukharij-e-huroof) (Usmani 1991:4). 
The principles of Quranic instruction for children are those outlined in the 
preceding paragraph. The aims of this early learning is not unlike what others have noted 
of Quranic learning in the maktab (Quranic school) in other historical and cultural 
contexts although the path to learning do appear different (Denny 1989; Eickelman 1985; 
Gade 2004; Messick 1996). The difference resides primarily in the use of a primer in 
contemporary Pakistan to aid young children in their instruction.6 Children begin 
instruction in Quran as early as age four by first learning to recognize and vocalize the 
Arabic alphabet both visually and phonetically using a primer, the arbi qaida. Once that is 
mastered, children move on to two letter and three letter combinations, learning not only 
to produce sounds with these phonetic combinations but also learning to recognize and 
interpret diacritical marks and signs that are characteristic of Quranic Arabic. In Karachi, 
depending on their background, children tend to learn these skills at home under the 
tutelage of a Maulvi, or attend neighborhood Quranic schools. Young girls, usually learn 
to read the Quran in the home with either a maulvi or in some cases a relative.7 In keeping 
with the norms recognized as constitutive of proper recitation, attention is also paid to 
cultivating the correct bodily habits for which have been outlined above. Over time this 
etiquette is coupled with discursive directives—how much to recite, how often to recite, 
                                                
6 The use of a primer in contemporary Quranic instruction in South Asia needs to be historicized. Lisa 
Mitchell in her study of the language transformations in South India identifies the introduction of primer for 
language acquisition under colonial rule (Mitchell 2009). It’s possible this difference emerges out of a 
similar set of conditions. 
 
7 Class, gender and background usually determine how different families and groups teach their children to 
learn the Quran. Regardless of the differences, a fairly standard approach to teaching children the Quran is to 
begin with instruction in recitational skills. 
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and what part of the day is most blessed for recitation. In this respect, the significance in 
the form of recitation described is located not from what one is comprehending about the 
written text but rather how closely one is able to emulate the prescribed techniques of 
recitation.  
While the wide availability of mass education has shifted the types of knowledge 
that are required for advancement, it has not entirely displaced the instruction of the Quran 
at the most elementary level. Increasing number of children attend school as a daily 
activity in Pakistan, however, the instruction in the recitation of the Quran proceeds 
parallel to their secular education.8 Moreover, these parallel forms of instruction have not 
waned over time—proper religious education for children was a pressing issue for many 
of the women whom I worked with whether or not they participated in Quranic study 
themselves. In many cases, children would receive instruction at home from a maulvi who 
came every afternoon after school. This training in the Quran would last till the child has 
completed the Quran, cover to cover and sometimes even twice. Even though the minimal 
obligations are to undertake a complete reading once, at times, children go on to recite the 
entire Quran a second time.  
In electing to discuss the changes within the realm of Quranic recitational 
practices, I do not want to suggest that the engagement with the Quran in the non-
scholarly sphere has been limited to its oral-recitational performance. The Quran, revered 
as the word of God, has an authoritative status unlike any other religious text in Islam 
                                                
8 It is necessary to add here that in public and private secular schools in Pakistan, the curriculum always 
includes religious studies as a mandatory subject for all Muslim students--only non-Muslim students are 
exempt. However, for the most part, children are not taught how to recite the Quran at school—there is an 
expectation that students will be given instruction in Quranic recitation at home. Islamic studies focuses on 
students memorizing some short suraat of the Quran along with their translation and on teaching morals and 
the importance of certain virtues necessary for attaining piety.  
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(Asad 1986; Messick 1996). In contemporary Pakistani society it serves as the reference 
from which notions of community, identity, politics, and law emerge. Even among those 
not authorized to interpret and comment on the Quran’s meaning, there is an unfailing 
recognition that the Quran offers the guiding principles and its readings inform the ethics 
of an ideal existence. In addition to these abstract understandings that circulate in the 
social and political realms, there are specific ways in which the meaning of Quranic verses 
enters into every-day life. A long-standing practice in South Asia that is frowned upon is 
that of performing faal. A faal is performed when a person uses the Quran to guide 
decision-making and predict future events.9 Questions pertaining usually to family and 
personal problems, jobs, prospects for marriage and suitability of life-partners make up the 
repertoire of issues that are most frequently posed by its practitioners. With the question in 
mind, the inquirer randomly opens the Quran and the translation and interpretation of the 
first verse that appears on the opened page is used as a sign to resolve the question 
posed.10 I want to clarify that although translations help the reciter to gain a cognitive 
understanding of the verse in question, this only comes as a consequence of reading the 
translation of the verse.  
Recognition of the Quran’s power tends to also be expressed materially, in the 
shape of taveez (amulets) with inscribed verses of the Quran which are worn on the body 
either for protection or for healing. Similarly, copies of the Quran in either the complete 
form or select verses are placed in homes, offices, cars, and other private and public 
                                                
9 Some consider this practice to be merely bidah (innovation) since there is no reference in the Quran or 
Hadith for it. Others have gone as far as to call it shirk (unlawful) because of its claim to be able to foretell 
the future, a power that resides only in God according to Islamic belief. 
 
10 A version of this practice is also found in Iran except that they use the Divan-e-Hafiz rather than the 
Quran. 
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spaces as a form of protection for these spaces. The utilization of the Quran in the above 
manner signals the myriad ways in which it is apprehended in daily life. While the above 
are important to consider in thinking about the spectrum of the approaches of Quranic 
engagement, I do not include these in my examination since they are by and large not 
accepted by women who participate in Quranic study. In fact these practices were 
proscribed by the adherents of this form of learning because their provenance could not be 
established by reference to the Quran or hadith.  
Unlike practices like faal or taveez, Quranic recitational practices are not excised 
from everyday life, especially since they are textually validated and considered necessary 
for the cultivation of piety. However, as I pointed out earlier, women who participate in 
Quranic study object to the manner in which these are performed. Informants from the 
Quran study institutes argued that for the Quran’s recitational practices to be undertaken in 
the proper fashion, they required modifications in intent, skill and the capacities with 
which they were preformed. The contestations around what constitutes as ‘correct’ forms 
of recitational practice reveals, I believe, the underlying discursive shifts that are taking 




To understand how the discourse of understanding has made the performance of 
recitational rituals a contested issue, I recount below a discussion I had with Tahera, an 
archivist at one of the libraries where I was collecting materials during my fieldwork. 
Tahera had been long-time employee of the library and would often help me find materials 
related to my topic. “My sister does not approve of the way I recite the Quran”, Tahera 
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revealed to me one morning as we were discussing her mother’s recent passing. The term 
she used for recitation was the Urdu term parhanna, rather than the more formal, technical 
terms tilawat or qirat when she referred to recitation.11 In Urdu, the term parhanna 
literally means ‘to read’; it is used colloquially to describe the performance of recitational 
rituals such as the daily prayer, namaz parhanna (lit: to recite the daily prayer) and 
personal devotional forms of Quranic recitation, Quran parhanna (lit: to recite the 
Quran).12  Parhanna also refers to reading in the more conventional sense that is the 
reading of a book or newspaper for example which involves the cognitive rather than the 
performative dimension of reading. Although the particular context within which Tahera 
was discussing the controversy was rituals of mourning, the form of recitation she was 
referring to does not differ from the generalized form that is used by most people for a 
variety of occasions. As such, regardless of the context, the ability to recite the Quran is 
developed as part of one’s moral-religious education, the training of which begins at an 
early age. Mourning rituals are but one site in which these skills are drawn upon, which in 
South Asia (and other parts of the Muslim world) rely on both a direct recitation (and 
completion) of the Quran and at times invocations and repetition of select verses or surah 
of the Quran. Collectively (and sometimes individually) referred to as Khatm, the 
ceremony often marks various phases of a forty day mourning-period, the third (soyem), 
the tenth day (duswa), and the fortieth day (chelum).  
                                                
11 Tilawat is often used to speak of the ritual recitation of the Quran whereas qirat is usually reserved for a 
style of recitation performed by professional reciters for public gatherings. 
 
12 The term parhanna does not always imply the presence of a material text since the prayer is recited from 
memory as are shorter verses of the Quran. However, in the case of the tilawa, the presence of the text is 
presumed since most ordinary people do not memorize the large sections of Quranic text that are involved in 
this activity. 
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When I asked Tahera to elaborate on what her sister had meant, she explained that 
her sister, who had been trained within a well-known Quran study institute, had refused to 
participate in any of the khatm ceremonies of the Quran that had been organized by family 
members to mark her mother’s passing. Tahera’s sister had completed a ‘diploma’ course 
from one of the larger Quran institutes where students are taught both the subjects of tafsir 
(interpretation) and tajwid (rules of recitation). In the process, they achieve a level of 
proficiency in both areas that surpasses what has been normatively considered adequate. 
More important, the instruction in these subjects is not only about imparting technical 
proficiency but extends to instruction in the moral-ethical demands that are considered 
necessary for becoming a ‘true’ Muslim and that are discursively situated in the 
interpretive and performative elements of tafsir and tajwid respectively. In this respect, 
women who participate in the study of the Quran in such programs consider it an ethical 
obligation to examine and intimately align their actions in light of their understanding and 
knowledge of the Quran and hadith.  
Tahera explained that her sister considered this form of gathering for recitational 
purposes as shirk (unlawful). In recounting this, Tahera appeared distressed for the charge 
of committing an unlawful act is serious one. Tahera, who had organized for family 
members and friends to congregate on specific days to recite the Quran, believed that the 
blessing accrued through this act could be dedicated to the departed and thus ease the 
passing of the soul (ruh) into afterlife.13 Despite the monetary burden that such events can 
place on a person since there is most often a meal at the end of the event, they are 
considered necessary to mark the passing of a loved one and builds upon a long-standing 
                                                
13 See also Messick’s discussion of a similar practice in Yemen, where it is undertaken by Quranic school 
students, a practice also found commonly in South Asia (Messick 1996).  
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tradition of Quranic recitation as an act that incurs blessings for the reciter—in this case, 
reciters dedicate the blessing incurred to the deceased. As Tahera explained to me she 
considered it her familial duty to ensure that such recitational assemblies were held. The 
sense of familial obligation that Tahera expressed is rooted in the socio-religious 
expectation that a dutiful offspring will extend him or her self monetarily and emotionally 
to help with the passage of the soul of the parent into the hereafter. Recitational offerings 
in this context are significant not only because it is an occasion to recite the word of God 
but it also fulfills the sense of obligation that animates the parent-child relationship.  
Tahera found the critiques of such practices an attack on traditions that are based 
on historical and ancestral authority. In response to her sister’s accusations she rhetorically 
asked, “Is it unlawful to follow what the elders and ancestors have followed—were they 
wrong in their observances of faith?” This is a common response that women on Tahera’s 
side of the debate counter with—the question of authorizing narratives. For Tahera, and 
many others, everyday practices of faith are authorized through their repeated observance 
among generations of family and community. For instance, a particular group or family 
may observe the Ashura (tenth day of Muharram)14 by distributing food to their neighbors 
while others eschew such practices because there is no scriptural reference. However, until 
recently, ritual practices including soyem, the Prophet’s birthday (Eid-i-Milad-ul-Nabi) 
and Ashura are events which were widely recognized and commemorated even though 
they are not mentioned explicitly in the Quran and Hadith.15 While these practices haven’t 
                                                
14 Ashura is the first month of the Islamic lunar calendar and is the commemoration of Imam Husain’s 
(Prophet’s grandson) martyrdom at Karbala. It has come to be associated a primarily a time commemorated 
by the Shia, however, in South Asia, the Sunni have also partaken in commemorating this moment with their 
own set of practices. 
 
15 Soyem commemorates the third day of mourning after death. Although the term soyem is not specifically 
mentioned, according to hadith traditions, mourning in Islam is permitted for a period of three days after 
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been completely erased, they are increasingly becoming sites of contestation for their 
perceived ‘cultural’ origins. Because such rituals have enjoyed a fairly long history in 
South Asia, Tahera, and women like her, find that their disavowal questions the practices 
of prior generations and therefore casts doubts on modes of authority that have so far 
sustained belief and practices of faith. Tahera considered such forms of critique a betrayal 
of ancestral authority because it devalued what was deemed virtuous forms of practice 
through generations. Ironically, she saw her sister’s criticism of khatm as blind obedience 
to a latest trend (a cult of sorts) rather than a deliberate exercise of one’s ethical abilities 
for discerning the correctness of such values. However, even someone like Tahera was 
susceptible to the logic of cognitive understanding that is privileged by adherents of this 
new modality of Quranic engagement. As she said to me, “It’s easy for these women to 
disregard our ways because they can devote their whole day to studying the Quran. How 
can I devote so much time to Quranic study when I work full-time?” Such a statement 
indicated to me that Tahera did not oppose the modality of comprehension per se but 
rather wanted the ensuing interpretation to recognize and accommodate existing forms of 
practice which had been historically practiced and authorized.  
Tahera’s sister was not alone in her objections against organizing a khatm to mark 
the passing of a deceased; similar objections were echoed by other women who were part 
of similar educational programs in different parts of the city. When I posed the question to 
Tania, one of the women who also participated in Quranic study, of why Khatm, 
specifically at the soyem was not considered an appropriate rite for mourning, she 
responded with a more specific objection by asking me, “Where is there mention of khatm 
                                                                                                                                             
which it is not recommended except in the case of a wife for a husband wherein it is obligatory for her to 
observe iddat for a period of four months and ten days. 
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for the deceased in the Quran or hadith?” She elaborated on her criticism by asserting 
further:  
 The soyem is based on a Hindu tradition of teja (third)—Islam does not 
have such occasions. There is no mention in the Quran and hadith that one 
should recite the Quran for the deceased…People come to these 
ceremonies for show. They pick up a sipara (part) of the Quran, quickly 
read it, thinking they have earned sawab (blessing) and then eat the food 
and leave. Can they really express the same sorrow that near and dear ones 
can for the deceased? I am not saying that reciting the Quran for those who 
have passed away cannot be done, but only if it is done with sincerity and 
not for show…I think the right intent is necessary here. 
 
The objections that Tania raises attacks both the socio-cultural location of the recitation, in 
this case the occasion of the soyem, as well as the intent and manner of Quranic recitation 
that was conducted by the participants at such gatherings. Tania and women generally 
who participate in Quranic study come to believe that one had to not only understand the 
Quran but that that understanding had to be translated into the practices of routine life. As 
such every action had to be verified against its mention and permissibility in the Quran 
and hadith. As many women students would rush to correct me their goal in understanding 
the Quran was not an academic exercise but a form of praxis for self-transformation. The 
transformation of this knowledge into an ethical framework that could guide action not 
only indexed the success of the pedagogical program but also the ability and commitment 
of the individual learner to embody the Quran. 
At first glance it may appear that Tania objected primarily to the cultural site in 
which the recitation of the Quran was taking place. In other words, it was not the act of 
Quranic recitation itself, but the context that was an issue. However, I would suggest that 
objections against reciting the Quran in this manner are targeted at two separate but 
connected aspects. For many of the students of the Quran institutes, an engagement with 
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the Quran that was either tied to rituals with a textually unverifiable provenance or was 
not sustained over time was unacceptable. The first objection locates the recitation or 
Khatm within a social context rather than what Tania and women participants of this 
movement believe it should be, a practice established through its textual reference. For 
many participants of Quranic study, verifying the provenance of a ritual act by referencing 
the Quran or hadith is one of the ways to establish its permissibility in contemporary life. 
For Tania, the ritual of soyem was suspect because it lacked this necessary mention. As 
such it was located in custom or better yet culture, more specifically Hindu culture and not 
in religion, a distinction often made to question the authenticity of particular rites and 
practices. Because of the shared histories between Hindus and Muslims in South Asia, 
many of the prevailing social and cultural practices that are commonly practiced to 
commemorate births, deaths, marriages and so on in Pakistan have a shared South Asian 
tenor. As such, women participants of Quran study view these as cultural accretions that 
have no basis in the ‘true Islam’. For participants of Quranic study it is vital that religious 
practices are wiped clean of their cultural accretions in order to revitalize them of their 
true meaning. 
  The second reason for the disavowal of the khatm arises out of the manner in 
which the Quran is recited. The terms on which Tania and other women students repudiate 
the method of recitation that Tahera and her family engages in, I suggest, illuminates the 
attitudinal shifts that have been generated among women students of Quran study as they 
learn to approach their engagement with the Quran through their immersion in these new 
learning forms. The notion of understanding that animates these courses of Quranic study 
is undoubtedly one which privileges cognitive sense as the essential element of one’s 
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engagement with the divine text. A recitation that lacks a sustained effort to cultivate an 
understanding of the Quran through its meaning is viewed merely as a mindless act that 
lacks substance. The bias towards comprehension thus makes it possible to categorize that 
form of ibada (worship) to a ritual lacking spirit, as was mentioned in the introduction to 
this chapter. At this point it might be instructive to consider what a colonial officer in 
Egypt in 1892 had to say about this method of Quranic instruction: 
[To] sit on the ground swing your body backward and forward and 
continually repeating, in a monotonous chant, a quantity of matter which 
you are taught to regard with religious reverence, but never taught to 
understand, is, if anything an anti-educational process. If the object of true 
education be intellectual gymnastic, if it be to exercise and render supple 
the joints of the mind, then this system it its very opposite, for it tends to 
stiffen them. It is not calculated to enlighten, but to obfuscate [1892:366]. 
(Cited in Starrett 1995:955) 
 
It is evident even at first glance that the two critiques of the practice of Quranic recitation 
that does not involve comprehension as its end goal are disregarded for their inability to 
‘enlighten’ the reciter. In this paradigm, an understanding that is developed through 
cognition is what separates worship (or education) as being charged with the possibility of 
spirit and enlightenment from worship that is merely a hollow shell with no substance. 
Although the terms of the two critiques separated by time and space are certainly similar, I 
would add that the imperatives that guide the two have important differences as well. The 
colonial ambitions to civilize the native populations, grounded in the belief of European 
superiority, allowed the move through which the native “body-in-motion” could be could 
be contrasted with the idealized (European) “body-in-rest”(Starrett 1995:954). It is no 
surprise then that educational reform under colonial rule has always taken its cue from 
notions of order and discipline modeled on secular schooling regimes (Mitchell 1988). 
However, it would be injudicious to consider Tania’s view of Quranic recitation as merely 
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a rehearsal of the colonial disavowal of this method of learning the Quran. If that were the 
case, the programmatic focus of Quranic learning would be restricted to the explicatory 
aspects of Quranic study and would not include instruction in recitation at all. Tania and 
women generally who participate in Quranic study, as I mentioned before, are trained not 
only in translations and Quranic commentaries, they give equal weight to learning how to 
recite the Quran properly in a manner that is not so different from how Tahera and many 
others learn it. In fact, the focus on learning correct ways to recite the Quran at these 
institutes includes not only how each letter should be vocalized but also what are the logic 
and rules, in other words, the ‘grammar’ of tajwid that guide correct pronunciation. On 
surface these shifts may appear minor, for certainly my informants had not reconfigured 
their engagement with the Quran to practice only interpretive forms of learning. In fact, as 
I illustrate below, women from the Quranic learning institute were learning the formal 
rules of recitation (tajwid) and reciting the Quran with more frequency than they had 
before.16 However, as I suggested above, the discursive references for this recitational 
form re-located it within the locus of cognitive understanding. This, in a sense, is also 
indicative of the kinds of repositioning and shifts through which such ritual forms of 
worship were able to gain traction among a growing number of educated women. 
To return to Tania’s comments, I want to highlight a final point of her critique 
before moving on to the next section of the chapter. For Tania, the matter of intent (niya) 
was a crucial feature that lent the performance of Quranic recitation its substance. Intent, 
although variously conceptualized, for the present purposes might be described as the self-
conscious recognition and expressed commitment of an ethical act or posture. Conceptions 
                                                
16 This is in no way to suggest that it is only women from the Quran groups who recite the Quran frequently 
or regularly—men and women who did not belong to any kind of religious study groups engaged in the 
ritual of recitation. 
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of intent (niya), as noted by Messick, are a crucial feature of all acts, especially religious 
ones. For instance the ‘statement of intent’ to pray that precedes the daily ritual prayer, is 
an integral feature of the prayer for without it, the prayer is not deemed complete. This is 
but one example of the significance that is tied to intent; without its presence, it renders 
the act incomplete. However, the problem of knowing one’s intent, as Messick further 
states, is an interpretive one for it is “by its understood nature, inward and inaccessible” 
(2001:152). The only way then to recognize intent is to “study the manifest signs” 
(Messick 2001:152). For Tania, the manifestation of intent was the commitment displayed 
by men and women to the act of Quranic recitation in this vein. She had already made it 
clear that because such a form lacked any aspiration on the part of the reciter for 
comprehension, the act was inadequate. Added to that the perception that women 
‘randomly’ selected a part of the Quran and then rushed through their respective section in 
a bid to complete it were the “manifest signs” that confirmed the womens’ (mis)intent. 
The provision and consumption of food, as the conclusion of this event was in Tania’s 
mind, a final confirmation of her position for as per tradition, while providing food to the 
family of the deceased is recommended, eating at the home of the deceased is considered 
burdensome for the bereaving family and therefore not permitted. The absence of crucial 
elements such as scriptural reference, the desire to understand and meaningful intent for 
Tania, exhibits a lack of the necessary moral meaning in such acts of recitation and are 
understood to be driven by what are considered superficial social mores.  
My purpose in outlining two contrasting accounts of the practice of Quranic 
recitation is to highlight the competing discursive claims that lend this particular act its 
significance. Tahera and Tania drew upon different authorizing narratives through which 
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to make these claims. Although Tahera did not oppose the notion of understanding as a 
significant feature of Quranic recitation, she did not believe that it was a necessary pre-
requisite in undertaking recitation. For her an authorized approach to practice was based 
on a sense of its continuity through time and its observance by prior generations. Tania’s 
position on the other hand relies on having ‘personal-individual’ knowledge of the 
veracity of a practice against its reference in the Quran and hadith. The stance is borne out 
of the notion that the mediated nature of religious practices are the cause of innovation 
(bidat) in Islam and that reclaiming of correct forms of knowledge about the Quran can 
only be achieved by developing personalized knowledge of the text. 
 
Ineffable Readings 
The previous sections of this chapter have delineated the terms of the contestation 
over what should define engagement with the Quran as a form of personal worship.  New 
modalities of Quranic learning, in which the ability to read and comprehend the words of 
the Quran and hadith by ordinary women have brought forth a conceptualization of 
individual and personal relationships with the text that are steered, in part, by 
competencies of cognitive understanding. While most people in Pakistan hold a deep 
reverence for the Quran because of the belief that it is a repository of God’s word, this 
reverence has until recently manifested in a form that does not consider the text as 
immediately available for personal perusal or examination (except for purposes of reciting 
it). Rather its veneration has assumed a more material form—storing it in a high place in 
one’s home or place of prayer, protecting it from polluting substances, and ensuring one’s 
own ritual purity in its handling. Women who engage in Quranic learning, in addition to 
observing these norms of veneration, often speak about the Quran in deeply personal 
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terms—as a ‘close companion’, ‘a best friend’ or a kind of ‘manual of life’ in which is 
contained all the information needed for a pious existence. This particular 
conceptualization of the Quran, and the implied affective attachments, I suggest, is an 
outcome of the ways in which women are taught to engage with the text—to study its 
meaning through translations and interpretation, to be tested on their knowledge of it and 
ultimately to its incorporation into their lives. Recitation of the Quran, under this new 
architecture of engagement, has been reconceived to align with the goals of this re-formed 
approach. The shift in emphasis brings together meaning, deliberation and performance as 
the ideal manner for Quranic recitation. 
The next part of this chapter recounts experiences of ‘reading’ the Quran and the 
kinds of emotional and affective states it produces in the women participants of Quranic 
learning. This form of reading and it concomitant mental and emotional states are judged 
by the reader not only as an indicator of the Quran’s true nature but also as the ability of 
the reading method to reveal this truth. In other words, the miraculous nature of the Quran 
(aijaz-al-Quran) and its effects on the soul are believed by the reading subject to be 
revealed through a deliberation and explication of its meaning. 
An earlier chapter locates these new modalities of reading the Quran by women as 
a feature of the larger shift from classical to modern Quranic hermeneutics which has 
increasingly made its concern the ‘lay reader’ rather than the scholarly world of exegetes 
(muffassiroon). At the heart of this latter style of hermeneutics lay the bias that the 
Quran’s essential meaning was not only obfuscated and blurred in the technicalities of the 
scholarly debates on interpretation (tafsir) but that these debates were obstacles to 
rendering the Quran meaningful and relevant to the new educated class of Muslims, 
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particularly in the early post-colonial period. Hence, scholars such as Syed Abul Ala 
Maududi and Syed Qutb, whose Quranic commentaries have a popular base of readership, 
borrowed stylistic and linguistic innovations of the time to craft their commentaries.  This 
concern with the lay reader, I suggest, also produced new conventions and rules of reading 
in which the reader’s ability to read critically and with a historical sense was to be tied to 
the reader’s faith in God’s existence. I have discussed this in chapter 2 in more detail and 
therefore I will limit my discussion here to the above brief treatment. 
A recurring theme that would emerge in women’s narratives of reading the Quran 
was the trope of self-recognition as an outcome of this mode of engagement. Women I 
interviewed (self) consciously connected reading the Quran with the ‘discovery’ of their 
truer or complete selves. These moments of self-discovery appear to have catalyzed what 
was a longer process of self-transformation where the women labored to embody the 
principles and ideals of what they believed were the ethical and moral demands of 
becoming a true Muslim. These processes were not unlike those Mahmood describes that 
women of the mosque movement in Cairo undertake as part of an ethical program of self-
fashioning (2005). As part of this transformation, women were urged to maintain their 
relationship with the text through recitational forms of worship. I examine the manners in 
which the relationship between the reading subject and the Quran is maintained through 
the daily recitation of the Quran or tilawat, which is seen by my informants as a necessary 
practice. However, as I show, the daily performance of tilawat was undertaken in a 
fashion that attempted not only to ensure that it was correctly performed through 
prescribed vocalization but that this performance was able to induce in the reciter the 
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correct mental states and feelings through a deliberation on the meaning of the verses 
recited. 
 
Reading as Consciousness 
 Drawing upon my conversations with women students and teachers of these 
institutes, I recount two instances of reading that exemplifies how my informants 
described their experience of reading for understanding which they viewed as a means to 
the of attainment of a ‘truer’ or ’complete’ self’.  
Amina was a former student and taught tajwid (rules of correct pronunciation for 
Quranic recitation) at one of the city’s popular Quranic study institute. She was in her 
mid-forties and had worked previously with social development organizations in the city. 
In my open-ended interviews, Amina was forthcoming about the events that compelled her 
to undertake Quranic study—a series of connected experiences which she described as 
profoundly transformational. She explained how she was persuaded by a cousin, to attend 
a single meeting of the Quran study group that met daily during the month of Ramazan 
(the month when fasting is made obligatory for Muslims)—something she had originally 
intended to do only once. In these sessions, the Quran was first read in Arabic, then 
translated into Urdu and finally where required, elaborations and interpretations (also in 
Urdu) were added to highlight the edificatory aspect of the particular verse and surah.  
Amina recalls her decision to attend was borne out of a curiosity to ‘see’ first-hand 
what these Quran courses, termed dars in the popular local lexicon, entailed. “I attended 
because I was curious to see why this was so popular”, she recalls, referring to the media 
and public attention that such forms of Quranic study have garnered since they started 
over a decade ago. However, she professes, what happened at the meeting was not only 
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unexpected, it altered her way of life. She stated, “I don’t know why I kept going back 
after that first time. As I recall now, I just wept through that first session….I don’t know 
how to describe it—as if I had found what I had been searching for all my life—that 
something that I feel had always been missing in my life”, she professed, recalling those 
early moments of her experiences of reading the Quran in the study group. Amina 
described herself prior to her Quranic study as someone who was ‘not religious’, meaning 
someone who was not a practicing Muslim. Although, like many women in Pakistan she 
had learnt the Quran at home, she declared that it had had no lasting influence on her life. 
She remembers never reciting the Quran after that because she didn’t see the point of 
reading something she didn’t understand. Describing her past self as someone who would 
have considered herself the least likely to ever read the Quran and attempt to understand 
its lexical meaning or be affected by it, she recalls that her decision to attend the first 
Quran study group was made on a whim. However, Amina was also quick to point out that 
she never considered herself a non-believer, just someone who was disinterested in 
religion. (In Pakistan one encounters this particular configuration of secularity and faith 
among educated middle and upper-class women since it has been an important world-view 
that has allowed them to make inroads into previously male-dominated spheres of 
education and professional life. These conceptualizations, over the last fifteen to 20 years 
have become destabilized because many women from educated backgrounds who 
participate in such courses of study now consider such a position to be based on ignorance 
of the Quran’s power to transform them). Unable to articulate precisely what it was that 
brought on the sudden rush of emotions and feeling, she only recalls that as she heard the 
words of the Quran being read in Arabic and their meaning translated and interpreted for 
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the participants she was profoundly moved.  Speaking of the rendering of the Quran from 
Arabic to Urdu, and to the explanation of each verse, she stated, “You always hear 
sermons being given by one maulvi (religious scholar) or another and it never appeals to 
you. But this time it was different—it was as if the Quran was speaking to me” and she 
now understood the potential relevance it had for her life. As a consequence of this 
realization, she decided to enroll as a student in the group. One last element from Amina’s 
testimony that I would like to add is that as she recalled performing the everyday routines 
in her past life, she realized the differences of her everyday conduct between “then and 
now”. She explained, “You know when you don’t read the Quran, it’s as if you are in a 
coma, like you are sleeping. So even though you go through your daily routine, you are 
unaware of the larger reality that exists around you. The Quran wakes you up—it makes 
you realize what had been missing in your life”.   
Sania, another student of the Quran study institute, recounted a similar experience 
she underwent as an outcome of the ‘reading’ approach that she began practicing through 
her participation in the Quran study institute. A teacher of Islamic studies at a local school, 
Sania had prior to her study of the Quran worked in the financial sector. However, unlike 
Amina, Sania described herself as someone who had always been ‘religious’, and by this 
she meant observant of certain ritual practices, which included reciting the Quran and 
praying regularly. Sania was clear about her own sense of religiosity prior to her study of 
the Quran and had explained to me that she saw the Quran study course as a way to 
expand her faith. She also claims that in retrospect she always sensed a lack, as if 
“something was missing” despite all the material comforts of life, a family, a job and her 
sense of faith. Identifying her interest in the study of the Quran as a long-standing one, 
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Sania admitted that she was unprepared for the kinds of experiences she encountered upon 
joining the course. She recounted for me the ways in which her experiences of reading 
passages of the Quran in the class would, almost uncannily, address whatever personal 
dilemmas she faced at the time. She elaborated: 
When I first started the course I would have all these questions that I 
would ask myself the night before, and then the next morning in the 
translation and interpretation session they would all be answered. Or if I 
had had a fight with my husband and was particularly in despair, the next 
morning the lecture would address the concept of sabr (patience) on the 
part of the wife if she wanted Janna (heaven) in the afterlife. It was so 
unusual; I really don’t know how to explain that. I felt like I had finally 
understood what I was meant to do.  
 
These serendipitous moments, she stated, were central to her recognition of the Quran’s 
importance to addressing that which she felt had been lacking in her life and what 
cemented her commitment to stay with the study group and to alter her behavior to align it 
with what the movement expects of its women students.  
 To begin with I want to draw attention to the common structures of their accounts. 
They inevitably begin with a recollection of women’s initiation into the program of 
Quranic study, an experience that was always embedded within a larger narrative of 
personal and individual life. My informants describe the conditions under which they 
came to the study of the Quran, a process in which they speak of their lives prior to 
undertaking Quranic learning, as distinctly separated from the present. The initial 
encounter with new modes of Quranic study was seen as an event which temporally 
separated the past and present. By this I mean that the experience of the initial encounter 
with the Quran was identified as a moment of rupture which made possible the recounting 
of their lives as bifurcated, posited in terms of distinct conceptions of the past and present 
and separated by the participation in the study of the Quran. These distinctions were 
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semantically reinforced by using antonymic terms to describe the qualities of the self in 
these two stages and to ground the importance of this particular form of reading. For 
instance, description of the informants’ perceived states of ignorance, discontentment, and 
despair peppered the description of the self prior to the their participation in Quranic 
study. In contrast, the self that they described in the present existed in states of 
satisfaction, awareness and elation. In my view, such narrative architectures of reading 
reference the past in order to signal the important shifts that takes place in women’s lives 
as they begin to read the Quran. The past in women’s accounts is represented as materially 
full but ‘lacking’ in ways that women often find hard to give words to and is often 
articulated as a sense of discomfort they had had with the past. My informants contrast the 
present as being complete in precisely the ways that the past was not, a condition they 
attribute to reading the Quran. Here, I don’t want to suggest that my informants viewed 
the reading of the Quran as merely filling the perceived gap. Nor did their immersion in 
Quranic learning release them from the perceived tensions, conflict or contestations of 
everyday life. Rather they perceived Quran’s transformative potential as enabling them to 
recognize not only the presence of a potentially reflexive moral self but also one that could 
be worked on to possess qualities of courage, forbearance and patience, that were 
considered necessary to contend with life’s adversities. The opportunity for self-reflection 
that such a process of reading unlocked for my informants was discursively linked to the 
cultivation of attitudes and obligations that were enjoined in the Quran and hadith. This 
was undertaken, I should add, regardless of the ostracization or exclusions women might 
potentially face within their social and familial networks because of their increased 
attention to religion. Reading the Quran in this particular manner enabled them to alter the 
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material aspects of their lives, to redirect the social and familial relationships and to re-
align their own daily practices, leisure activities and interests in line with what they 
believed the Quran and hadith prescribed. Thus I read Amina’s observation of the Quran’s 
potential to awaken one from a coma as its pedagogical potential. Often being referred to 
as a “guidance manual”, it was regarded as having multiple potentialities. For my 
informants it was a book to be revered as the word of God but also to be studied, reflected 
upon and its injunctions incorporated into the minutiae of everyday life.  
Reading for my informants was not just about knowing how to read the Quran for 
meaning or correct pronunciation. Women connected it with the power to transform the 
reading subject. A shared feature in the two above accounts is the unexpectedness of the 
moment in which a novel reflexive moral self appears on the horizon. By situating their 
experience within the realm of reading, my informants connected the critical and reflexive 
capacity through which they evaluated their lives with being able to understand the Quran.  
In my analysis, self-recognition involves a form of reading which imbues the text with a 
power that is seen to exercise, on the reader, effects that can produce a reflexive 
consciousness about one’s own conduct and transform it. The reader locates it in the 
almost preternatural ability of the text to respond to individual predicaments as was noted 
by both informants’ surprise at the ability of the text to speak to them. This ability of the 
text to speak to its reader in unexpected ways imbues the text with an agency which for 
my informants not only confirmed the Quran’s pedagogical potential in the realization of 
the self but also shaped the engagement with the text in both its intellectual and affective 
dimensions. Further, the initial experience of reading the Quran described by my 
informants is a significant feature of the way in which it constitutes the reading subject. 
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For it is the attainment of this form of consciousness by the reader that enables her to not 
only begin the task of refashioning herself into a Muslim subject but also to read the 
Quran as a transformed subject.  
It might be tempting to assume that readers imply divine intervention in the 
production of self-recognition because it is achieved through one’s encounter with the 
divine word; I want to suggest otherwise. What dominates the content of the experience is 
the quality of recognition in which the subject is not the recipient of a divine vision such 
as the appearance of God or a material manifestation of his power. Rather, what structures 
the experience that women narrate as the ‘coming to consciousness’ is the recognition of 
one’s ‘true’ self and purpose in life that is enabled through this particular form of textual 
engagement—one that reconstitutes the sound of the recited Quran into a language that is 
familiar and immediately relevant in a moral, social, and cognitive sense. While Sania no 
doubt believes that the serendipity of her experience might be because of the Quran’s 
divine provenance, it was the mediation in the familiar language and idiom that made the 
significance of its meaning appreciable for her. There was no doubt in Sania’s mind that 
the ability to understand he Quran as one reads it instilled it with a greater sense of its 
significance and more important as she stated, ‘”obviously when you read something and 
you understand what it means, it makes you read with a passion.” Her words also implied 
that recitation without an understanding of literal meaning did not have the potential to 
produce the requisite emotion or conviction necessary to undertake the changes in one’s 
life. The valence of this experience for women should therefore be understood as 
constituted by the desire for understanding what the text means; it is the rendering of the 
otherwise unintelligible language of the Quran into a familiar and recognizable discourse 
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that constitutes this experience. A reader like Amina is by her own admission, inclined 
towards the idea of being able to make sense of the Quran because they can relate it to 
their everyday lives in recognizable ways. More important, a reader who privileges an 
understanding of the Quran in the cognitive sense is pre-disposed to locating the power of 
the Quran to act on the self in its discursive rather than its elocutionary potential. 
The experience of reading the Quran as described by women privileged an 
understanding of the Quran in the cognitive sense. At the same time women found 
language limiting to express fully the nature of the experience which was ultimately 
expressed through a vocabulary of affect. As I mentioned above the difficulty that women 
had with putting into words what was the ineffable quality of their experience was what 
verified for them that reading the Quran with an understanding of its meaning was the 
‘correct’ way to read.  In other words, the ineffability that readers described of that initial 
encounter with the Quran in this site was what lent the authority to the experience of 
reading the Quran through a mode of comprehension. My informants also connected 
understanding the meaning of the Quran with the ability to evoke emotions as was evident 
in Sania’s statement that understanding allowed one to invest greater “passion” into the act 
of reading. What her statement also suggested to me was that reading for comprehension 
was seen to have an affective dimension, one which was necessary for measuring the 
efficacy of the reading, that is how close it had come to an ideal reading of the Quran.  
Although the moment of self-recognition is a central feature of this practice of 
Quranic engagement, my informants never ended their stories at this point. They pointed 
out to me quickly and emphatically that the goal of reading the Quran was not merely to 
cognitively understand but to act in ways that were central to the task of becoming a ‘true’ 
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Muslim. As I will show below, the ability to critically reflect on what the Quran means 
does not—on its own—guarantee an arrival at an ideal terminal point of being Muslim. 
Rather, women self-consciously involve themselves in practices for renewing and 
sustaining those ‘feelings’ which affirm their belief in God and of the necessity of 
following the edicts of the Quran.  
 
Affective Readings 
While the trope of self-recognition as I have argued, is a frequently cited 
experience of reading by women, one that is grounded in an enterprise that strives to 
understand the Quranic word, my informants’ accounts of reading also indicated that 
understanding cognitively what the Quran meant was not the only register through which a 
reading of the Quran was undertaken. In this section I want to draw attention to the 
practices of reading in which meaning and understanding, while retaining their importance 
for the women readers, were configured with a discussion of one’s disposition, feelings 
and emotion as the key signifiers of what I call an ‘efficacious reading’ of the Quran.  
In my conversations with women about the performance of daily reading of the 
Quran, the term that was used repeatedly for a daily reading of the Quran is tilawat (lit: to 
follow or walk behind someone). While women recite short verses of the Quran in their 
daily supplications, tilawat names the practice of reciting the Quran as a ritual act in 
accordance with a specific set of rules and conventions.17 Although not an obligatory 
ritual like the daily prayer (salat), the performance of tilawat is considered a praiseworthy 
form of worship and a sign of one’s piety. In the testimonies that women related to me of 
                                                
17 The style adopted for personal worship is called murattal and, it entails a slow and clear pronunciation of 
the Quranic words, such that it allows the sound of each letter to come through while at the same time 
keeping the word together. 
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daily recitation, they stressed how the daily recitation of the Quran helped them cultivate 
an awareness of God (taqwa). The discursive employment of the term taqwa as used by 
my informants pointed to an understanding of this term as both a state-of-being (i.e. an 
end point) as well as a sensibility that could be cultivated through observing different 
ritual practices, including reciting the Quran daily. 
Women readers of the Quran like Amina and Sania find that the Quran’s 
significance has shifted dramatically through their study of the text in these sites of 
learning. However, this significance is shaped not only by the ability to comprehend its 
literal meaning (and the interpretive implications), the act of recitation itself as part of a 
daily routine is considered necessary to the project of self-improvement. When I asked 
Amina how much and how often she recited the Quran, she confessed that she did not 
recite it as much as she would like to given her family and teaching responsibilities. 
However, she said, she tried to perform the daily recitation (tilawat). She added: 
Just the other day I was reading Surah Baqara (The Cow) and I started to 
cry. I was so moved by the words, the tone and language because it made 
me realize all over again how insignificant we are in the larger scheme of 
things. We worry about so many material things in our lives which are 
insignificant in the afterlife. On the day of accountability we will have to 
answer to God about how we spent our time on earth and that scares me.  
 
At that point, other female teachers who were part of our discussion expressed their 
appreciation of Amina’s sentiments by uttering phrases like Jazakallah (may God grant 
you goodness) and Alhamdullilah (praise be to God). Amina further added, “you know we 
forget sometimes how the Quran has come to be present in every part of our life—it’s 
presence helps us to maintain our iman (faith) and our taqwa (awareness of God).” 
In a separate conversation, when I asked Sania the same question—if she recited 
the Quran regularly now that she was no longer in the program, she emphatically said “yes 
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it’s a must for it keeps me close to the Quran and helps me to keep my taqwa strong.” In 
that moment, Sania was referring to reciting the Quran as a practice that fortified her faith. 
Later on she also added that reading the Quran had initiated important changes in her life 
for her level of taqwa (awareness of God) had become so deep-seated that she could no 
longer endure being in the company of people who did not share her views or who 
engaged in practices that she knew went against what was deemed to be morally 
appropriate. She confessed to me: 
My own sister’s behavior is difficult for me to tolerate for when she visits 
my house dressed improperly, I can see how men stare at her body—she is 
a fitna (temptation) for them. I have tried to explain to her that she should 
cover herself but then how can I expect her to have the same level of 
taqwa as I do, for the daura-e-Quran (a complete review of the Quran) has 
passed in front of my eyes. After reading the Quran, how can I behave in 
ways that I know God does not approve of? I believe that on the Day of 
Judgment I will have to stand alone in front of God and be accountable. 
 
For Sania, a daily recitation of the Quran helps to renew and sustain the sensibilities 
cultivated through participation in the programs of religious study. More important, these 
sensibilities also shape her conduct, particularly what she deems is appropriate or 
permissible modes of comportment and public behavior. She added that the knowledge 
and conviction she had gained through her participation in Quranic study had made it 
impossible for her to conduct herself in ways that diverged from what was authorized.  
The ways in which women invoked the concept of taqwa (or consciousness of 
God) was done to highlight its affective qualities. What we can take from Amina’s 
testimony is that the substance of her realization was co-present with her shedding of 
tears. For Amina and the other teachers present, the expression of awe and fear as an 
outcome of recitation coupled with tears was a desirable state. For it registered the reading 
subject’s acute awareness of God’s existence and omnipotence. From Amina’s testimony, 
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I understood that achieving an awareness of God was perceived as an important state but 
provisional in that it could only be secured by subjecting oneself to the engagement in 
prescribed acts and rituals which required reflection upon and a conscious registering of 
God’s existence. Reading that invoked a sense of sadness and fear of the perceived 
punishments of hell, a principle that is repeatedly invoked in the Quranic lessons, was 
seen to strengthen one’s taqwa (awareness of God). Such affective experiences that were 
outcomes of a reading-recitation also renewed one’s investment in the practice of Quranic 
recitation for they were seen as necessary for strengthening one’s conviction and resolve 
to stay on the path of piety. 
Sania’s account also seemed to confirm this understanding of taqwa, however, her 
account added a further dimension to it. For Sania the daily engagement with the Quran 
and its role in strengthening her awareness of God while also shaped by fear appeared to 
be significant in governing her behavior and speech as well. The perceived fear of the 
afterlife, a sentiment that is inculcated among women students of the Quranic study 
compelled her to behave in ways that she deemed were pious, such as only maintaining 
those social relationships that would not jeopardize her observance of Quranic injunctions. 
It also obligated her to chastise her sister for what she believed was improper behavior. 
Sania’s articulation of taqwa (awareness of God) drew upon it in terms of a kind of 
sensibility that reading the Quran engenders in the subject. A sensibility that obligated her 
to behave in a way that would conform to what she believed was stated in the Quran. For 
acting in any other way, she revealed to me, would be going against what God deemed 
was right and true. What I understood from Sania’s observation was that the reading of the 
Quran in this modality gave the reader an insight into what was perceived to be required 
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of the pious self in relation to God, thus obligating the reader to behave in ways that 
would not only affirm that which was enjoined but also guard against that which was 
prohibited.  
My informants consider a personal understanding of the Quran’s meaning essential 
in order to know what is or isn’t prescribed by the Quran so that they are empowered to 
act in ways that follow what they perceive are God’s command. But this does not 
foreclose the possibility of the Quran’s words shaping women’s behavior in other ways. 
Feelings such as fear compel women to act in a manner that is deemed correct; these 
sentiments appear to be acceptable to women for the accomplishment of their ideals of 
Muslim subjecthood.   
 
Conclusion 
For women participants of the Quran study institutes that I worked with, reading 
the Quran for understanding and reflecting upon it were connected to the perception that 
the Quran could catalyze the desire to be become a better Muslim. My informants were 
critical of the recitational practices of the Quran that are normally taught to young boys 
and girls where emphasis is laid upon correct vocalization of the letter and words of 
Quranic Arabic. Women, who had previously read the Quran only as a form of recitation, 
perceived the new modality of reading as more suited to inculcating the right desires and 
intent to become an observant and pious Muslim—an effect that was seen to be produced 
through the complex reading modalities of comprehending the text. The power of the 
Quran, for my informants was tied to the ability of an individual to comprehend the true 
meaning of the Quran through its rendering in a familiar language which could be 
understood for its relevance to one’s immediate moral and social life. As such, women 
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located their interest and intent to become more observant and pious in this initial Quranic 
encounter. However, reading the Quran cannot only be understood through its cognitive 
dimension and its effects on the women participants. For women do not necessarily end 
their project of becoming pious at the level of understanding the discursive content of the 
Quran but in fact shape their everyday practices to conform to its edicts, requiring them to 
shift their behavior, relationships and modes of sociality accordingly. While women 
readers saw understanding as a first but crucial step to fashioning themselves in the image 
of an ideal Muslim subject, the daily recitation of the Quran, among other ritual acts, was 
seen as essential for renewing and sustaining one’s desire to be pious.  This form of an 
engagement with the text drew upon feelings of fear and awe to ensure that one’s taqwa 
(awareness of God) was strengthened through the act of daily reading. Not only do women 
identify inner feelings and desires which are revealed through the act of reading the Quran 
as necessary in their project of self-transformation but also articulate how those desires 
and feelings must be continuously worked upon through the performance of daily 
recitation to stay on what my informants termed the path of righteousness (sirat-e-
mustaqim). 
 As I mentioned in the earlier part of this chapter, the processes through which 
subjects, in this case women readers of the Quran, are obliged to undertake practices of 
piety in the first place requires a closer examination. My informants understood their 
participation in Quranic learning as an essential feature of self-transformation. Women 
identified the ability to comprehend the words of the Quran as an important moment 
which catalyzed their desire to read the Quran and at the same time stressed the need to 
efficaciously perform prescribed rituals to maintain this desire. In other words women did 
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not see their reading of the Quran as exclusively an intellectual engagement with the text 
nor was it simply an affective one.  In presenting these two modalities of reading 
separately, that is reading as a self-reflexive, self conscious act and reading for affect, I 
consider how two distinct sensibilities for Quranic appreciation are brought to the fore by 
the same subject. In other words, my informants did not necessarily see the contradiction 
of reading in these two registers even though the privileging of understanding and 
meaning in the discourse of religious learning appears to bear more discursive weight in 
these sites. I show how these two different modalities of reading exist within a single 
subjective account and I stress how these two distinct sensibilities are made to intersect by 
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As almost two hundred women, sitting neatly in rows, dressed in shades of white, 
race to jot down notes of the day’s lectures, I am struck by how the hand, moving rapidly 
across the page stands in stark contrast to the rest of the body which indicates complete 
absorption through its stillness. The only sound in the large hall where we are seated is the 
teacher’s voice. Discussing the day’s verses, she interjects (in Urdu) with an aside on a 
principle of Quranic exegesis, “Although there are certain parameters for interpretation, 
the Quran can be understood at a number of different levels. Therefore, there is 
considerable latitude in understanding the Quran and writing it down in your own words.” 
This statement, in a sense, captures what constitutes the practice of writing which women 
engage in as part of Quranic study and which is seen to develop an understanding the 
Quran through one’s own words. As the teacher resumes the interpretation of the verse, 
women continue to note-down what is being said. The pace of delivery makes recording 
the lecture verbatim an impossible task—consequently what emerges on the page is not a 
replica of the spoken tafsir, but a version that has been mediated by the writer in her “own 
words.” 
The above vignette is meant to encapsulate a dimension of Quranic study which I 
explore in this chapter. This involves the labor and product of writing by hand as a form 
of engagement with the text. Although only a partial representation of how writing takes 
place in this milieu, it is nevertheless an integral feature of the ways in which knowledge 
of the Quran is cultivated among the women with whom I worked. In this particular 
instance the process of taking notes during the session on tafsir is preceded by a word-to-
word translation and grammar (root words) which are all carried out in Urdu. In this site 
writing is constituted by its purpose: to preserve the translation and explication of the 
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Quran in order for it to be memorized and studied. The act of writing is fully integrated 
into the act of religious learning in this setting.  
While writing is not new to the sites of Islamic learning, studies of an earlier era 
emphasize the mode of orality in both the transmission of knowledge and of tradition 
(Berkey 1992; Eickelman 1978; Robinson 2000). Without denying the relevance of the 
oral transmission as described in these studies and the continued importance of face to 
face interaction that is a hallmark of Islamic learning (Berkey 1992), scholars also 
highlight the significance of writing as part of the Islamic discursive tradition, in 
particular its relationship to the oral form (Messick 1996). With the advent of print 
technology and increased literacy over the last two centuries in the Muslim world, the 
availability and popularity of written and oral forms which reflect the shifts in education, 
literacy and modes of communication that have taken place in Muslim institutions and 
communities in the modern period is also given emphasis (Messick 1997a; Messick 
1996).  
Despite the ubiquity of writing practices, forms and technologies that are a 
commonplace feature of everyday life in Pakistan, I would suggest that writing as a 
medium through which women come to inscribe their thoughts and understanding of the 
Quranic word in the sites I study is new. It is not that being able to write is a new and 
unfamiliar skill for the women in my study. Their ability to read and write is an all-too 
familiar act which is performed throughout their lives to varying degrees. However, the 
significance of writing as central to the act of understanding the Quran is not something 
that is self-evident to the women who undertake Quranic study even though they are fully 
inducted into the logics and practices of writing in other aspects of their lives. Rather, as I 
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show, the ability to use writing deliberately and consciously as the means through which 
to effect change in the self through bringing forth the meaning of the Quran, is part of a 
graphic ideology which invests in writing the ability to transparently represent the 
writer’s inner thoughts while at the same time transforming the writing subject through 
the act of writing itself (Hull 2003).  To explore the potentiality with which writing is 
imbued, in the first half of the chapter I explore how its significance is discursively 
framed, especially with regard to the potential of writing as a material practice of 
reflection. In such discourses, particular genres of writing such as note-taking and 
marginalia become the pedagogical devices through which the process of reflection is 
organized. At the same time, the integration of writing as a modality of Quranic study is 
supported through innovations in material forms of the Quran which provide the surface 
on which an understanding of the Quran can be inscribed. The second part of the chapter 
examines these graphic artifacts, in particular the ‘Quranic workbook’ which brings 
together two inscriptional forms, the hand-written and the printed on a single plane to 
organize Quranic knowledge (Hull 2003). 
The premium placed on writing as part of Quranic learning is an emphasis that is 
part of this large shift that is called for in the engagement with the Quran in urban 
Pakistan. For the women I worked with, writing is integral to and supplements the act of 
reading that I have discussed in earlier chapters. It is also judged to be a part of the 
enterprise of an engagement with the Quran because it is tied to a nexus of expertise that 
entails translating, interpreting and recording the meaning of the Quran. Though the 
presence and guidance of the teacher through the face to face interaction is the condition 
for learning and for acquiring knowledge about the Quran, the ultimate goal of instruction 
   221 
is to instill the capacity for individual reflection and moral action through one’s capacity 
to read the written word. Writing, believed to have the potential to reflect one’s inner 
thought, is also a material practice that is seen to hone’s one’s ability to reflect more 
deeply. Such a view of writing has made it an integral feature of the Quranic pedagogy 
that is employed in the centers of Quranic learning in which I worked.  
This chapter attempts to briefly explore the place of writing in the larger project 
of self-fashioning that is achieved through the task of understanding the Quran. The 
techniques for writing that are recommended in these programs of Quranic study can be 
explored for the ways in which they organize the knowledge that is imparted and the 
effects it is seen to have on the writing subject.  The term ‘writing’ is used to speak of the 
spectrum of material forms and practices that involve the use of visible and tactile 
markers on a surface. Writing can therefore refer to the act of inscription, whether by 
hand or a machine or the material form that is a product of this act. In both cases the 
technologies that are available for writing not only shape its production and consumption 
but also constitute the logic through which it is made recognizable. My reference to 
writing in this chapter is specific in that it refers to the act of writing by hand on paper 
using a familiar technology, the pen. However, the material surface on which inscription 
is carried out is itself pre-marked with signs that, I suggest, have a mediating effect on 
that which is inscribed.  
 
Handwriting and Manuscript Culture 
In an age where the virtual has been declared nearly victorious over printed or 
hand written copy and computers, and cellular phones and other electronic information 
management devices are part of our quotidian existence, writing by hand seems 
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reminiscent of a bygone era. Contrary to this, in the site I explore writing and its purpose 
signal a break from the past in which the practices of ritual textual engagement have 
traditionally relied on sound and memory rather than logos. Writing in this realm is thus a 
new textual technology that records the word and produces an understanding. Writing, 
however, is not new to the subjects of my study; most women I worked with not only 
possessed advanced literacy skills of reading and writing, most had cell phones and were 
also computer literate, technologies and skills that are no longer only within the reach of 
the privileged few. Despite the ‘technological advancement’ into the electronic and the 
virtual, writing by hand on paper continues to be the most commonplace method for note-
taking in the class rooms of South Asia where my informants learnt these skills, not 
unlike in the North American setting that I am equally familiar with.1 In public and 
private schools and colleges, where girls and women learn skills of Urdu and English 
literacy, writing by hand remains not only relevant but is the most affordable 
‘technology’ given the existing social, cultural and economic structures that support this 
form. However, the use of writing as a practice to aid in the learning of the Quran by 
women is a recent phenomenon.2 The convention of writing, appropriated by women’s 
religious learning from the modern school system, I suggest, is not merely incidental to 
what knowledge is understood to be but as I show below, also constitutive of it—writing 
is envisioned as a means of self-reflection and by that extension, necessarily tied to self-
representation (Cody 2009).  
                                                
1 Although students in many American Colleges and Universities are known to bring their laptops to the 
classroom, this practice appears to be increasingly discouraged by instructors. 
 
2 The use of writing, though a well established a practice of learning, commerce, and law in Muslim 
societies, has not been associated with religious learning in the non-scholarly settings. 
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Globally, manuscript cultures that employed handwriting as the primary method 
for reproducing texts have been displaced by machine based printing and electronic and 
digital cultures.3 Copying and copyists was a vocation and an industry in itself and 
handwriting was judged as an index of personhood and authority (Hunwick 2006; 
Izmirlieva 2008; Messick 1996; Reese 2004; Thornton 1998). The move from 
handwritten texts to printed texts is of course not a uniform history. The advent of 
Gutenberg’s movable type, heralded as the first mechanization of labor was accompanied 
by shifts in knowledge paradigms, new doctrinal and theological concerns and alterations 
in modes of authority. The career of machine print culture in South Asia alone is 
sufficiently variegated which does not allow us to advance any single precept of its 
emergence. The same is true for Muslim societies in which the move from manuscript 
culture to print culture cannot be mapped in a uniformly linear pattern (Messick 1997b). 
Despite the fact that no clear break from manuscript to print culture can be identified, 
scholars describe the twentieth century as an era of ‘print Islam’ (Eickelman 1989; 
Messick 1997b).4  
 Despite the ubiquity of print, the hand written format has not disappeared from 
the material technologies used in the production of writing. For the women I worked 
with, writing by hand, particularly in the context of learning, was the most familiar one as 
well as the most convenient. Dennis Baron calls “writing by hand, the oldest of writing 
technologies” (Baron 2009:50). It is also, perhaps, the most common one in everyday 
life. Both the production and consumption of writing, and its material forms harbor 
                                                
3 Scholars note that ‘copying’ often entailed amendments and changes in the text that was being copied. 
 
4 It might therefore also be added that at the start of the twenty first century, one can speak of a “digital 
Islam”. See Anderson (2003); Bunt (2003); Karim (2002); Mandaville (2002).  
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histories that reveal the attitudes and relationships that people have had with the written 
form over time (Chartier 1994). Media theorists have in particular discussed the effects of 
the media form on sense and perception. Marshall Mcluhan notes that the effect of 
typography on human sensibility is “the reduction or distortion of all experience to the 
scale of one sense only” (the visual) (McLuhan 1962:125). Juxtaposing the virtue of 
handwriting with writing on a machine, Kittler comments on Nietzsche’s use of the 
typewriter as follows:  
Writing in Nietzsche is no longer a natural extension of the humans who 
bring forth their voice, soul, individuality, through their handwriting. On 
the contrary…humans change their position--they turn from the agency of 
writing to become an inscription surface. (Kittler 1999:210)  
 
Although one can debate how ‘natural’ handwriting is to humans, Kittler’s remark here 
points to the constitutive effects of media on human senses (Kittler 1999). Similarly, 
historically and culturally specific studies of handwriting read in and around the practice 
of handwriting, its social and cultural significance for a particular time and place 
(Messick 1996; Thornton 1998). In his study of the scribal culture of Yemen in the early 
twentieth century, Messick notes that the presence of authority of the scribe was 
transmitted through his handwriting. Furthermore, shifts in writing scripts are indicative 
of wider changes in the political and cultural institutions of the time (1996). In her history 
of handwriting in America, Thornton demonstrates how the acquisition of the skills of 
writing by hand is not a straightforward process but can be read through several different 
registers. She states: 
The cultural assumptions governing the practice of writing have both 
changed over time and competed among themselves at any given time. 
Thus handwriting has been understood as a mercantile tool, a female 
accomplishment, or a craft; as an inherently male practice or a gender-
neutral one; as a manual skill or an intellectual, even moral, endeavor; and 
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as a form of social discipline or individual self-expression. (Thornton 
1998:xi) 
 
Handwriting is thus conceived in its multiple and sometimes intersecting modalities. The 
acquisition of writing skills, more so than skills of reading, is the subject of a gendered 
history. Despite the educational reform that took place in Europe, writing was not part of 
the repertoire of women’s literacy skills until more recently. Prior to industrialization, 
men and women occupied very distinct (symbolic) roles in terms of industriousness of 
the hand—women wove and men wrote. The mechanization of writing, particularly the 
invention of the typewriter, is said to have “desexualized” writing (Kittler 1999:187). A 
similar distinction between reading and writing appears in the attitudes of educated 
Muslims in nineteenth century South Asia. Biographical literature on Muslim women of 
this period indicates both the trepidation expressed about women’s acquisition of writing 
skills and the support for it by male reformers of that time (Minault 1998; Nadvi 1977; 
Naim 2004; Thanvi and Metcalf 1990). In both cases, writing as an acquired skill for 
women was invested with a potentiality—either as a form of danger for its ability to 
reach across the limits of the private domestic space or as a practice that preserved 
women’s honor and allowed for an expression of female individuality. The acquisition of 
reading skills, on the other hand, appears to be a less controversial issue of that time. In 
contemporary urban Pakistan, the anxieties about women’s writing appear to have all but 
disappeared. Reading and writing is taught in schools simultaneously and the 
considerable presence of female poets, authors and readers in the public literary domain, 
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especially in cities, suggests that significant shifts in normative perceptions about women 
and writing have taken place.5  
The significance of writing in the milieu of women’s Quranic learning needs 
some elaboration. Before beginning the discussion of my particular case, I should clarify 
that women are not being initiated in the culture of books and written textual forms nor 
are they taught to read in centers of Quranic study. Women who enroll in these courses of 
study, on the contrary, are already literate and often possess, at the very minimum a high 
school education.6 Already part of the repertoires and logics of literacy among women 
who enroll in these centers of learning, are skills of writing. They possess from the most 
basic abilities such as copying or note-taking to the more complex forms that are required 
in essay writing such as composition.7 The programs of Quranic learning that they come 
to participate in recognize and build upon these skills and capacities that are acquired in 
secular educational institutions.8  
 
 
                                                
5 The ubiquity of writing among women raises the question of authorship. Recognizing the complexities 
that are associated with the concept of the author, I do not address that issue sufficiently or directly here. 
Part of the reason is that women writers in this context don’t easily submit to the category of the ‘author’. 
The practices of writing that women engage in, particularly those involved in producing Quranic 
comprehension are not a public form of writing in the sense that no one except women writers themselves 
are the readers of their writing. Thus they appear to fall outside of the function that Foucault has assigned 
to the author that is “to characterize the existence, circulation and operation of certain discourses within a 
society.” (Foucault 1980:124).  
 
6 In fact it can be argued that the requirement for a high school diploma excludes the less educated and the 
illiterate from this sphere. However, this requirement is not extended to those who attend these centers for 
the sake of listening. 
 
7 As I have mentioned in another chapter, Quranic study outside madrassah was constituted primarily by 
the recitational form, which involved a specific kind of recitational skill, based on the correct phonetic 
vocalization of the words. Although the written word in the form of the printed Arabic primer and the 
Quran was engaged with, the act did not involve writing in any form—copying, note-taking, or 
composition. 
 
8 For the full term diploma courses, there is a minimum requirement of twelve years of schooling. 
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Pen, Paper and Writing  
Since women are not introduced to reading and writing literacy as they enter the 
programs of Quranic study, the focus is on the appropriation and modification of these 
skills as they are inserted into the domain of religious learning. Although writing is not 
taught, these sites stress upon cultivating habits and techniques of writing as part of the 
pedagogy for acquiring knowledge of the Quran. A typical day at the Quran study centers 
include a two hour session which is devoted to translation and interpretation (tarjuma wa 
tafsir) of the Quran. Students are not assigned a copy of the translated text or a 
commentary of the Quran but are expected to write these out in their own hand. However, 
not everyone is expected to write. The audience in these sites is constituted both by full-
time enrolled students as well as women who attend on an informal basis. The latter are 
referred to as ‘listeners’ and they are recognized as a valuable part of the community of 
knowledge seekers within these sites of learning.9 As such, they are allowed to participate 
in the daily lectures but excluded from the formal requirements like homework 
assignments and exams. While these centers accommodate women who come to ‘listen’, 
the distinction made between the full-time enrollees and the ‘listeners’ is on the basis of 
who participates in writing. For as one of the teachers at the center said in the context of 
the lectures, “one should not only listen, when you listen to something you should also 
attempt to write it down”.  
The privileging of writing is further evidenced by the following excerpt of a 
lecture given by Farhat Hashmi who, as I pointed out in an earlier chapter, pioneered the 
                                                
9 The centers for Quranic study often go to considerable lengths to accommodate women who participate in 
this informal, less regulated manner. Part of the reason may be that their participation is viewed as a step 
towards their enrolment in the course of study. However, part of the reason is that the act of listening to the 
Quran in its various forms, recitation, translation and commentary are viewed as virtuous acts. See 
Hirschkind (2006). 
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field of Quranic study for women in Pakistan and is the lead teacher at Al-Huda 
International. In an orientation session prior to beginning the course, she made the 
following remarks: 
Does everyone have a pen and paper? If someone does not, they should 
say so now because you will have to note down what you hear. Writing it 
on a piece of paper won’t do—you need to record this in a notebook. I 
believe, this was communicated to you earlier that among the things you 
should possess on your first day of class, a pen and a notebook are a must. 
We ask you to do this because there are a lot of things which we will tell 
you today that will be of use to you for the rest of the year. And you 
should write these down. We could write these up for you and give them 
to you but as happens in our society, we are not used to following written 
directions. Therefore today you will have to write it down and whatever 
you write down, you have to think about it because now the journey of 
reflection and contemplation has begun…No one present here should be 
without a pen and paper because the acquisition of knowledge is not 
possible without pen and paper. 
 
Hashmi’s mild admonishment to the students, even before the course has begun, indicates 
how writing is valued in these sites of learning. It also illustrates that women are initiated 
into the practice of writing as part of their religious training which has, until their 
enrolment in these sites of learning, not included writing. What is also striking about this 
and other similar admonishments that frequently intersperse the lectures is that even 
though women enter these Quranic study centers with the requisite skills in reading and 
writing, they are continuously reminded of the importance of writing to their goal of 
understanding the Quran and the need to cultivate habits of ‘good’ writing as part of their 
learning. The importance attached to writing in these sites, I would also suggest, signals a 
kind of formalization of religious knowledge that along with the textbook culture, has 
adopted techniques of formal learning such as note-taking, classifications, definitions, 
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and testing. 10 I do not mean to suggest that these aspects are absent from religious 
educational institutions such as the madrassa.11 Religious learning in the everyday 
context, however, has not been guided by these formal concerns of learning. While 
teaching children the Quran and the principles and performance of obligatory ritual 
practice operates under its own set of ‘formal’ rules, the acquisition of that knowledge 
proceeds along an axes that does not require it to be circumscribed within a regime of 
writing, note-taking and so forth. Certainly, the prescriptions that Hashmi articulates have 
the effect of working as recommendations and they do not tend to be considered 
compulsory because they are ultimately meant to provide students with general 
guidelines. A particular manner in which women students I worked with, interpret 
Hashmi’s suggestions is that they tended to be redeployed to construct a kind of self-
consciousness about the centrality of writing to the enterprise of acquiring knowledge of 
the Quran. As I will illustrate below, students engage in a close listening of the teacher’s 
lesson (dars) however this is folded into an undertaking to notate what is heard (in Urdu). 
Not only must women possess a pre-existing proficiency in writing, the manner in 
which a combination of reading and writing practices are used in such a form of Quranic 
study lend it a certain authority and credibility. For the teachers and the students with 
                                                
10 By formalization I do not mean state-recognition. In fact, these study centers do not try for formal state-
recognition for several reasons. The more obvious reason is to avoid bureaucracy but also because since the 
attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City, Islamic learning institutions generally have come 
under attack. To avoid excessive publicity and the state intrusion, such centers operate without a formal 
recognition. This is not seen as a weakness especially because the object of education in these sites is 
directed towards moral purposes and not material gains.  
 
11 Madrassas in Pakistan are organized under a central body, Wifaqul-madaris-alArabiya (federation of 
Arabic seminaries) which is responsible for setting the curriculum, annual examinations and monitoring 
standards within these institutions. This suggests that they not only have state-recognition but have adopted 
the structure of educational systems in the secular sphere. See also (Malik 1996; Metcalf 1982). Metcalf’s 
history of the formation of the Deoband madrassah underscores the adoption of a structured model of 
education that was in response to the colonial encounter. For a more contemporary examination of this 
question, see Malik.  
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whom I worked, writing was seen as a proof of the rigor that is involved in this form of 
Quranic learning. Part of this perception which connects writing with rigor, depth and 
seriousness has to do with the purpose writing is seen to serve in the process of learning 
more generally, especially outside the Quran study centers. Women who participate in 
Quranic study have a built in conception of knowledge based on their own educational 
backgrounds, in which reading and writing appear natural and self-evident vehicles for 
learning and expression. Quran study centers have adopted these pedagogical formats and 
students are tested for their knowledge of the curriculum for which writing and recording 
the class notes are considered indispensable. As one student told me, “reading and 
understanding are important but we also have to take written exams and tests.” This 
implied that writing constituted a form of structured learning that was punctuated by 
periodic examination. For this student, writing makes a record; it not only preserves the 
ideas which are useful for future reference, writing is proof of a student’s acquisition of 
knowledge.  
Writing is, however, not only constituted by its functional purpose for it is also 
seen to be a process and a practice through which it is possible to recognize and improve 
oneself. An important aspect of writing in this sense is the orality with which it is 
associated. Marshall Mcluhan notes that, “’writing’ to a medieval student was not only 
profoundly oral but inseparable from what is now called oratory and what was then called 
pronuntiatio, which was and remained the fifth major division of standard rhetorical 
study” (McLuhan 1962:94). In the context of Islamic legal documents in the Highlands of 
Ibb in the early twentieth century, Messick points to the complex and tense relationship 
between the spoken and written word, that is, between testimony and text (Messick 
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1996). The genre of writing that I discuss here does not have a legal or public dimension; 
however, it is built upon the relationship between the spoken and the written. The 
translation and commentary of the Quran that is written down strives to capture the sense 
embodied in the spoken form (and not necessarily reproduce it).  
The importance of writing is delineated for the students during an orientation 
session on the first day of the course of study. Below I present excerpts of how the 
significance of writing notes is constructed for the students by the teacher, Farhat 
Hashmi. The session instructs students on two main aspects of writing. The first aspect 
addresses the usefulness of writing from a conceptual angle. The second, concerns itself 
with specific techniques of becoming better, more ‘efficient’ writers. The excerpts I have 
reproduced here are part of an oral lecture delivered to the students. It is spoken word 
which should explain the often truncated sentences and shift in ideas between sentences. 
Hashmi begins by addressing the former aspect first.  
Why take notes in class and what is their function, significance and 
purpose? Is it not enough to listen? Why write? First of all, this [writing] 
functions as an indicator of what you have heard. When you write 
something, that is also a test of your listening. You will only write that 
which you understand and nothing else. You concentrate the most when 
you write. Compared to listening, speaking and reading, writing takes the 
most energy. It is therefore when a person’s true personality/character 
(shakhsiyat) is apparent, what is inside of her. Then writing allows for the 
knowledge (ilm) inside you to become evident on paper. It tells you where 
you are. Meaning that writing is the reflection of your inner feelings, 
emotions, knowledge and abilities. It’s most important function then is 
that it tells you what your abilities are and what your understanding is. 
 
The rhetorical set of questions which Hashmi begins with establishes a relationship 
between writing and listening. Writing is seen to help determine and evaluate listening 
and understanding. Writing not only records the spoken word (in this case the tafsir that 
is lecture delivered orally), according to Hashmi, it also hones and brings together the 
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different senses involved in understanding. Note here that what is important to writing in 
this site in the first instance is not that it records but that it works as a process through 
which a person can understand herself. Writing acts as a reflection of one’s inner self. Its 
perceived demand on one’s attention and concentration is the means through which one is 
able to draw upon one’s inner self and reveal one’s “true character” (shaksiyat). Writing 
in this particular instance is also a process of dialogue—it doesn’t just occur in solitude. 
It is an active response to someone’s speech. Here the dialogue is not between two people 
speaking but a dialogue between the spoken and the written; writing in and as a response 
to listening. While it has been argued that the ascendancy of the visual sense as an effect 
of print technology resulted in the reduction of human senses used in the perception of 
stimuli, the use of writing (a skill seen to rely on the visual sense) in this case doesn’t 
appear to suppress or minimize the auditory sense but is seen to enhance it and in some 
respects might be read as being dependent on it (McLuhan 1962). On this dialogic nature 
of writing, Hashmi further states: 
Often people, when taking notes, try to take it down as dictated 
(imla). This is not right. One should not try to do that. First listen 
to at least part of the sentence, try to understand what is being said, 
organize the ideas and then write it down in your own words. This 
ensures that you are writing down that which you have 
comprehended. As it is, when one is writing, one is immersed in 
trying to understand what is being said and writing therefore 
ensures that you make an effort to listen well and understand what 
it is you are writing.   
 
In this excerpt, what is important to note is that writing down lecture notes does not 
merely consist of reproducing what is being said verbatim. The emphasis is on processing 
it, understanding it and putting it down on paper through one’s own interpretive skills, 
what is termed colloquially often as apni soch (one’s own thinking). The stress upon 
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individual understanding is particularly significant to this form of Quranic study and 
writing is one modality through which this understanding can be developed. The 
techniques of writing, of using the pen and paper as a tool through which one’s attention 
and concentration are harnessed is another important feature of writing that is highlighted 
in these discussions. As Hashmi further states: 
When a person’s pen stops working, their attention wanders….the pen ties 
you [your attention]. It helps you to be fully and actively involved. The 
pen, in fact, helps to nourish and maintain the act of learning and makes it 
easier. For these reasons writing is essential. Then, writing also helps you 
to develop a capacity for a critical understanding because you are not only 
listening, you are also deciding what it is you want to write. Your own 
ideas are strengthened through writing and you can preserve those in 
writing so that when you revisit your notes, it gives you another 
opportunity to reflect upon your learning. So if in fact you have truly come 
here intending to learn then you will pay attention to your writing. And in 
turn, your writing will shape your intention for being here. 
 
The pen in this instance is not only a tool for writing but also serves the purpose of 
disciplining the senses. The pen, and, through that, writing, connects the capacity to listen 
with that of critical reflection. In other words, according to Hashmi, listening is enhanced 
by writing. Unlike the view of writing expressed by both Socrates (Plato and Hackforth 
1972) and Muslim reformers of South Asia who viewed the act with suspicion, writing is 
seen here as a productive exercise that helps cultivate what are considered virtues of 
reading—the ability for critical reflection. More important, writing is not only an 
expression of one’s intention, it forges a dialectical relationship with intention, and 
therefore as writing gives expression to the articulation of intent, it simultaneously shapes 
it.  
Writing in this context is not seen as merely a passive exercise of recording the 
lecture; it is multidimensional and put to multiple uses that are outlined and taught to the 
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students as they begin their Quranic study. In addition to the capacity of writing to work 
on the senses and for cultivating sensibilities for critical appreciation, writing serves an 
additional purpose in that it operates here to organize not only knowledge but also the 
labor that produces it. In other words, writing is constituted by not only the potential to 
effectively bring forth and hone one’s virtues and capacities, but also with the potential to 
organize the productivity of human labor in the service of self-transformation. In the 
same orientation session, Hashmi states: 
We have ascertained without doubt that writing is essential. However, 
unless you know how to write in the correct manner, writing might as well 
be the equivalent of not writing….in order to for you to write usefully, you 
have to be prepared….get your materials ready the night before. Make 
sure that before the class begins, your writing materials are on hand….Do 
not waste time, once the lecture begins to go fishing for paper and pen in 
your bags.   
 
This manner of inculcating self-discipline is not unfamiliar to the student of any school or 
learning institution. The night-before ritual to prepare for the next school (and work) day 
is a relatively familiar one. With its specific cultural inflections, it is borne out of the 
structure of the modern temporality of the weekday. The ‘tips’ for writing that are meant 
to cultivate the discipline and habits of writing cover a range of aspects. Below I list a 
few excerpts of the orientation session in order to give a sense of the range and minutiae 
of the topics that are included.   
When you write your notes, first of all make sure that your notes are 
legible so that you can go back and read them. Also start by adding the 
day’s date and Bismillah to the top of the page. Also, if you are writing the 
tafsir, make sure that you note the verse (ayat) number from which you 
begin.  
 
You must also choose the kind of pen and paper that best meet your needs 
and facilitate writing but make sure that you use a format that you can use 
at a later stage as well, one that will not get buried under a mass of 
unorganized paper. 
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Often when taking notes, it is impossible to capture everything. It is best if 
you develop ‘codes’ as shorthand so that you don’t have to waste time 
writing the whole word. For instance you can use a symbol like a circle to 
denote the end of a verse. Similarly for often repeated words, you can 
develop abbreviations. Or instead of writing out the whole term “Allah 
tallah”, just write “Allah” and add a small “tay” and “ain” to the 
top.12…..learn to be judicious about what you write and how you spend 
your time taking notes so that you can obtain the full gist of the lecture. 
 
When you take notes for tafsir, organize your page according to what kind 
of notes they are. Have a section for translation, one for root words, one 
for the commentary and so one. You can decide how you want to do this 
but be consistent—organize the page for quick reference so that you don’t 
have to waste time. Use margins to note down what might be unrelated to 
the lecture but which has some wisdom more generally. 
 
When you go home, read through your notes and drawing on your 
memory of the day, add to them what you might have missed out. This 
will also give you a chance to evaluate your note-taking ability—for 
instance you will be able to ascertain if in fact you have been noting down 
aspects of the lecture that are unnecessary. That will help you to decide in 
the future how to improve your skills of recording the lecture. 
 
In some ways the passages quoted above appear as a set of unremarkable instances of 
advice that are passed on from teacher to student. But because of the level of detail at 
which they address writing, I would suggest otherwise. By instituting sensibilities for and 
habits of literacy in Quranic learning which was previously organized through an 
alternative (recitational) logic, it is precisely the unremarkable and mundane aspects of 
the above that should alert us to the kinds of shifts that the introduction and use of writing 
in this site signals. In interpreting the above passage, it may be tempting to consider the 
introduction of such formal sensibilities and logic to religious learning as merely a 
‘secularization of religion’ argument that has been forwarded which suggests that the 
                                                
12 Often when uttering Allah or the proper names of the Prophet and his companions, the convention is to 
perform the blessing as part of the utterance. In Urdu writing this is accomplished by adding a superscript 
(in the form of a letter or letter combination) to denote this blessing rather than writing out the whole 
blessing.  
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increased and growing Islamization of society (using Iran as an example) results in the 
unconscious substitution of religious ideals and principles with secular ones (Roy 2006). 
I want to be clear that I am not suggesting that and instead I interpret this particular 
transformation of learning practices as consisting of a desire for and a particular 
privileging of reason and logos in the engagement with the Quran by women I worked 
with. Certainly, the discourse of understanding upon which this project of Quranic study 
is erected, privileges the use of reason and cognitive sense. But as I have examined in 
other parts of this dissertation, this does not preclude the possibility for belief to be 
cemented through means and experiences that are not fully explained by rationality and 
reason. Articulations of reading the Quran are expressed by women readers in the dual 
registers of reason and affect, giving an indication of the complexity of the reading 
experience. 
Akin to the purpose Socrates lays out in his response to Phaedrus about writing, 
writing functions as a reminder in these sites (Plato and Hackforth 1972). Certainly the 
power to recall, that is the memory of the word, is amplified by writing but writing in 
these sites is understood as going beyond the functional purpose of reminding. Cast in 
terms of its ability to act as a mirror of the inner self, it takes on a distinctly reflective 
hue. In that respect writing is understood as not merely a skill that aids learning, but also 
as a practice of self-improvement. It is therefore not only the means through which one 
recalls, it is also the means through which one becomes. Writing, its etiquettes, uses and 
aims are part of a discursive regime through which individuals are tutored in the correct 
ways to write—in this sense writing is objectified as something that has a definitive form, 
method and use. It is a form of knowledge that is essential to learning. At the same time it 
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is a practice that is understood to be integral to the process of becoming; writing is seen 
to provide the substrate and nourishment for reflection. These two connected but separate 
understandings of writing are interwoven in the discourses of writing that I have 
discussed in this section and might be better understood as both a “technolog[y] of 
power” and as a “technolog[y] of the self” (Foucault 1988:18). Although for Foucault, 
these two modalities of power represented two different ways in which power operated, I 
would suggest that writing in these sites is constituted by both.  On the one hand writing 
disciplines the writing subject through its emphasis on organizing knowledge. Thus 
inherent in the emphasis on efficiency, accuracy and comprehensiveness of note-taking 
are the rules and terms through which the contours of knowledge are demarcated. On the 
other hand writing is also seen to provide and open up the space in which through 
individual effort, self-reflection and perseverance, it is possible to transform oneself. 
Note-taking becomes the index through which one judges one’s capacities and intent 
along a continuum of change.  
 
The Hand and the Machine 
In this part of the chapter I examine the ways in which the relationship between 
the hand written notes and the printed page of a Quran produce a tafsir for the reader. As 
I mentioned in chapter 3, there is no physical text of tafsir that students refer to in their 
study of Quranic commentary. Rather students generate their own tafsir texts based on 
the tafsir lectures that are delivered orally each day. These lectures are noted down in 
specially designed Quran ‘workbooks’ in which the printed words in Quranic Arabic are 
juxtaposed against blank spaces that are manually filled in by the readers, usually in Urdu 
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and at times in English. As students listen to the lecture, they note down in these blank 
spaces, what constitutes a Quranic commentary “in their own words”. 
McLuhan remarks that the invention of typography “confirmed and extended the 
new visual stress of applied knowledge, providing the first uniformly repeatable 
commodity, the first assembly line, and the first mass-production” (McLuhan 1962:124). 
He suggests that such shifts, heralded by the invention of print, introduced a new 
relationship between reader and writer and reader and the manuscript. They ushered in 
new practices of reading that included the speeding up of reading as well as making the 
practice of silent reading the norm over the previous practice of reading aloud (McLuhan 
1962). In the context of engaging with questions of nationalism, Benedict Anderson sees 
the emergence of “print capitalism” as a powerful force in the forging of an imagined 
national community. Vernacular print forms in particular, including newspapers, created 
the conditions under which it became possible for disparate local communities and 
individuals to conceptualize themselves as existing in a single, homogenous temporality 
(Anderson 1991). In one sense, Anderson echoes Mcluhan who stated two decades earlier 
that “From now on “imagination’ will tend more and more to refer to the powers of 
visualization” (124). In both Mcluhan and Anderson’s understanding of print, 
imagination is increasingly shaped by the visual (as opposed to a convergence of 
different senses). In such an analysis, the typographical form, that is the printed type, 
mediates between the reader and the writer (author) through the visual sense, especially 
since all other senses are excised from the experience of reading. Reading, with the 
advent of print, is seen as a practice marked by solitude, stillness and silence, in which 
the reader is envisioned as sitting by herself and reading silently, a “hegemonic image” of 
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the solitary reader (Long 2003). Foregrounding the effects of print and other technologies 
on the human sensorium, media theorists have highlighted the effects on the receiver of 
the medium that carried the message rather than focusing solely on the content of the 
message (Kittler 1999; McLuhan 1962). In other words, the effect of the medium is 
traced to the social, cultural and political practices and types of associations that emerge 
around certain media forms. Keeping in mind the organizing effects of media, I explore 
how the hand written and printed, typographical form might be considered in relationship 
with each other. By examining how handwritten texts produce and make comprehensible 
the printed Quranic word on the same plane, it is worth asking if it is possible to conceive 
of writing by hand both acting with and on the printed form?  
A growing body of work has emerged around a genre of writing that is constituted 
by the reader’s handwritten notations in the margins of a printed text (Jackson 2002; 
Myers et al. 2005; Piper 2009; Sherman 2008). Marginalia, as this genre is called, brings 
together the handwritten and print typeface in the (printed) text. Writing in the margins is 
of course not a new or a simply modern practice. The medieval manuscript culture 
supported writing in the margins, not only by the producer of the text but also the 
copyists who were at times also the readers-consumers of the texts (Jackson 2002; 
McLuhan 1962). Jackson’s investigation of marginalia attempts to trace the genre’s 
history to examine the kinds of insights it may offer on the reception and interpretation of 
texts—in that respect she is mining the content of the notes in the margins to understand 
what it might reveal about the practice and habits of reading within a given historical 
context. In that sense, marginalia—the handwritten notes—are individual responses to the 
printed text and often reveal how readers received the content of the printed work. The 
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juxtaposition of the handwritten and the printed form on a single plane is of course not an 
unusual occurrence even in today’s highly digitized world—in fact it may be argued that 
it is a fairly common practice to write with the hand within the blank spaces of printed 
forms in a variety of everyday locations—health forms in the doctor’s office, credit card 
receipts, bank checks and a multitude of other sites too numerous to list here. These 
unremarkable occurrences in which the two different media forms interplay is an integral 
part of daily transactions even though it is almost imperceptible because of its 
ordinariness. Yet, writing in books, whether they are for educational or leisure purposes, 
is often met with disdain (Jackson 2002). At the same time, they are a veritable treasure 
trove for the historian because of the possibilities it offers for recovering the reading 
subject of an earlier era through the practices of reading and the response to the content 
on the printed page.  
Although Jackson’s approach to reading marginalia is an important one, I 
approach the analysis of the interaction of the handwritten and printed form differently. 
My intent is not a ‘recovery’ of the mind of the reader through a reading of their 
handwritten notes on the Quran—I have the advantage of being able to speak with the 
reader face to face. Rather, in line with Mcluhan’s well-turned phrase “the medium is the 
message” (Mcluhan 1964:7), I wish to consider the co-existence of two different media, 
the handwritten and the typed, on a single surface and what insights it might offer us 
about the effects of writing technologies on practices of literacy. For this I want to briefly 
turn to Andrew Piper’s reading of the romantic miscellany, a nineteenth century book 
format (Piper 2009). 
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According to Piper, the miscellany like the collected editions of the nineteenth 
century was a compilation of different reading genres such as poetry, short fiction, essays 
and anecdotes. There are several interesting features to note in Piper’s account of the 
miscellany. First, unlike the collected editions upon which the miscellany was modeled 
and which were unified by the figure of the author, the miscellany was organized around 
the figure of the reader. Second, the miscellany was part of a gift-giving culture, 
produced and circulated as part of a “discourse of friendship” where the text appears as 
one that was intended for giving and sharing among a community of readers (Piper 
2009:129). Third, this feature of sharing a text was built into the structure of the text. Its 
format invited readers to share their thoughts through their handwritten notes with other 
readers of the miscellany in especially dedicated spaces, what Piper calls the “hollow 
spaces” (Piper 2009:138). These spaces, he states, “became a key force in this process of 
acculturating readers to understand writing and the book as fundamentally shared spaces” 
(Piper 2009:138). Piper’s concern, as his account also illustrates, is not so much with the 
content of the notes that were jotted down by individual readers but the underlying 
concepts and relationships between the reader and the text that formats such as the 
miscellany supported. Thus the accommodation of spaces of writing within a printed 
book speaks to the question about the “intimate contact” between “two very different 
technologies….in the space of one book” (Piper 2009:128). Although Piper’s overall 
motive is to illustrate the attitudes towards sharing and common ownership of books that 
miscellanies appear to foster, I explore in the “manuscriptural spaces”, the spaces on the 
printed page for writing in by hand, the effects that material technologies have on forging 
and organizing a relationship between the reader and the sacred text, the Quran (Piper 
   242 
2009:127). As such the legibility of the Quran is made possible not through the printed 
typeface in this case but by the handwritten labor of the reader which also serves as the 
index of individual agency (Cody 2009; Hull 2003). 
As I have discussed in some detail in chapter 3, tafsir (exegesis) enjoys a certain 
privilege as a subject of study in Quran study institutes as compared to other subjects. 
Tafsir is the genre through which an understanding of the text is developed in these 
centers of learning. Unlike the madrassa where specific tafsir texts are used to study the 
principles of Quranic commentary, the study centers I conducted my fieldwork in do not 
use a tafsir text. Rather students write out the tafsir as they hear it through lectures and 
discussions in the classroom. What is important to note is that the tafsir produced through 
such a means is not a dictated version of a pre-existing text. Rather the process through 
which the commentary is generated is more complicated than a linear progression from 
hearing to recording verbatim. Because of the pace and style of delivery of the lecture, a 
hand-written exact record is impossible. In practice (and as is recommended) students 
learn to process and modify the spoken word so that it may be noted down in a condensed 
version. The spoken word is mediated by the ‘writer’ of the tafsir and the difference 
between the spoken and the written word is a marker of the individual writer. 
The materials used for teaching the Quran in these sites have been designed to 
support Quranic learning within a particular pedagogical stance which advocates the 
individual, unmediated understanding of the divine word as a form of duty. In that sense, 
these materials provide a glimpse into how the labor of the hand contributes to 
developing an understanding of the Quran’s meaning which though shared at one level, is 
also individually re-produced on paper. While it is difficult to ascertain if prior to the 
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introduction of print in South Asia, manuscript copies of the Quran were part of Muslim 
households in South Asia, with the coming of print, copies of the  Quran are a standard 
feature of Muslim households in Pakistan. From the elaborately adorned hardcover copies 
of the Quran to versions printed on inexpensive cardstock paper, the printed Quran in 
varying sizes and configurations can be found virtually everywhere.   
Since the text of the Quran is used for both educational and devotional purposes 
in Pakistan, the formats that circulate at times include translations and commentaries (in 
Urdu or English) or simply with no additions, only the Arabic text. An example of a 
fairly standard format of the Quran is one in which the page is dominated by the Arabic 
text. As illustrated by the image below (fig.1) there are no blank spaces. The typescript 
used is spaced adequately for an ‘easy to read’ format. The words on the page are meant 
to be recited orally—therefore all diacritical marks, pauses and other notations are clearly 
indicated within the text. 
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Figure 1: Page from a printed Quran used for recitational purposes  
 
The symbols and writing in the right-hand margin often indicate the section (ruku) of a 
surah or other indications (for e.g. the recommended prostrations). In the top left corner 
of the page is the name of the surah (in this case, it is Al-Baqarah). The top right hand 
corner in this case indicates the first words of the beginning of the section. The above 
format is representative of (with minor differences) the kind of printed Quran that might 
be used in an everyday context, but which is generally recited and not ‘read’. 
In contrast, the Quran format used in the centers of learning which I discuss here 
appears to be a more recent innovation. This innovation supports the pedagogical stance 
that these centers have adopted, one that emphasizes the unmediated knowledge of the 
Quran, based on comprehending its meaning. The style of note-taking recommended in 
these sites is facilitated by the materials used on which these notes are to be inscribed. 
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Such special formats of the Quran are produced often by publishing houses that 
specialize in religious texts. They are easily available and inexpensive to buy. Students 
use these in the classroom to write in their commentaries which they then use to recall the 
day’s lesson. The format of the printed Quran that is now widely used in these sites 
resembles the one above (fig. 1) in all respects except one. Below I provide images of 
three variations of the format that is in use in such centers. The first version is a complete 
text of the Quran bound together within one cover. On the surface it appears to be like 
any other Quran. The embossed gold filigree pattern on a purple glossy background of a 
hard cover is fairly typical of the copies of the Quran that are commercially available, in 
fact the copy shown here is relatively understated compared to some of the other design 
and color palettes in vogue.  
 
Figure 2: Outside cover of the Quranic ‘workbook’ 
 
The interior, however, is where the difference is apparent. The page is organized such 
that the Quranic verses appear within an ‘inset’ which covers almost two thirds of the 
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page (see fig. 3). On three sides of the inset, top, bottom and left or right are lines which 
run across the page. Within the inset a set of blank lines run under the printed verses of 
the Quran. These lines are blank so that students can fill in their own translations of the 
Quranic verse. The lined margins are for the notes of the commentary.  
 
Figure 3: Quran workbook, version I  
 
Other marginal notations mirror the format that was described above in figure 1. While I 
do not have the information about the provenance of this format, I first encountered this 
‘workbook’ like Quran during my fieldwork. The typescript used is spaced out for ease of 
reading and translation. The blank spaces below the Quranic verses are to be used to fill 
in the word-to-word translation in order to make the correspondence more visible 
between word and meaning. 
The second format widely used is in the form of individually bound sections 
(Arabic: juz, Urdu: para) of the Quran, which total thirty. Each section is numbered and 
has a title (the first word of the beginning of each section). The covers are cardstock 
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quality as is common for individual sections of the Quran, which are much cheaper to 
purchase than the hardcover shown above. Unlike the hardcover version, the outer 
appearance is simple, a feature shared with the more conventional copies of the Quran 
that is broken up into the thirty parts (para/juz). However on the inside, each printed page 
of the Quran, alternates with a lined page (fig. 4).  
 
 
Figure 4: Individual section (para) of the Quran workbook 
 
The typescript in this version is larger than in the previous version (fig. 3) with fewer 
verses on each page. Under the text of the Quran, run two sets of blank lines instead of 
just one, again so that the students may add in the word-to-word translation by hand. The 
lined pages are meant for the corresponding commentary to be filled in by the user. 
Neither of the two versions described above are mandatory in the sense that students are 
not expected to use these to note down class lectures—it is up to individual students to 
decide what they want to write on. However, such workbook like formats ease the 
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process especially for translation since the Urdu meaning of each Arabic word can be 
written directly under it. Similarly, the commentary can appear next to the related verses 
instead of being noted down in a separate note-book.  
A third variation on this format is a version, also in the soft cover, thirty section 
series with the English word to word translation already printed under the Arabic text. 
The adjacent page is left blank for the user to fill in their notes of the commentary.  
 
 
Figure 5: Individual section (para) of the Quran with English translation 
 
Unlike the blank versions which allow the language of translation to be chosen by the 
reader-writer, the English version does not allow it because the translation is already 
printed under the Arabic verse. This version has been developed for those students for 
whom English is the preferred medium of Quranic study rather than Urdu. Since the 
medium of instruction in the centers I conducted my fieldwork in is Urdu, the translation 
provided during the lectures is also in Urdu. In contrast to the commentary where latitude 
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is available to paraphrase, the translation is considered more fixed. As such, a novice 
cannot be trusted with translating from the Urdu to English which is why the English 
translation is provided. In my time at the Quranic study centers, I noticed that the 
majority of the students there used the blank format and were able to transcribe the Urdu 
translation.  
These formats of the Quran that I have described above accommodate several 
different genres of writing: translation, grammar (root words) and commentary. The 
blank space designated under the verse of the Quran (in figs. 3 and 4) is for the word to 
word translation of the verse. In practice, the translation is dictated by the teacher and 
students note it down in the blank spaces under the verse. 
 
 
Figure 6: A writer’s notes filling out the workbook 
 
As is illustrated in figure 6 (above), the corresponding word in Urdu appears under the 
Arabic word. Since the rules of syntax are different for the two languages, the result is 
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often a jumbled sentence, which has to be sorted out and made sense of in Urdu. In 
addition to the translation, the roots of certain words are given as part of the translation, 
ostensibly when coming across a word that has not appeared before. These are noted 
down in the margins of the page with the Quranic verse. The third type of writing is the 
notes of the commentary which are noted down on the adjacent page.  
The translation that is noted down by each student is also memorized and is a part 
of the daily homework that students are expected to complete. The set of verses discussed 
in the translation and commentary session of that day are memorized by each student and 
repeated the next day in front of a small group led by a junior teacher. Students are not 
expected to memorize the Quranic verse, only the translation. When repeating the 
translation in front of their groups, each student is expected to refer to a copy of the 
Quran with only the Arabic verse, not unlike that in figure 1. No markings or penciled in 
translations are acceptable on this format.  
The Quran formats I have described above are pedagogical devices employed in 
the specific context of the Quran study centers to facilitate the memorization of the 
translation and the writing of the tafsir. Their design and use is circumscribed by a 
particular Quranic pedagogy that has relevance within the reformist and modernist circles 
where a more direct and unmediated knowledge of the Quran is privileged. Although 
students are expected to keep their notes safely, it is not mandated that they read and 
recite from these versions after the end of the course. My point in demonstrating how 
new print formats are being devised for Quranic study is for a consideration of the way in 
which the hand written script makes an appearance reminiscent of an era in which 
copying was the equivalent of book publishing (McLuhan 1962). Women engage in 
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manually producing ‘copies’ of translations and commentaries, like the students who 
were expected to copy out their own texts. However, what is of interest here are the 
differences between a medieval scribal culture and the handwritten translation and 
commentary of the Quran of today rather than the similarities. The most obvious one is 
the paradox of the material upon which the writing is carried out. It is not a blank piece of 
paper but a printed format with lines and spaces that simultaneously invite the hand to 
write on the page while also determining how the hand will move across the page. As is 
illustrated by the image of the ‘filled’ in Quran workbook, the translation lays out and 
maps a direct correspondence between word and meaning. Learning in such a manner 
proceeds by reducing the language of the Quran into single words, a Quranic glossary of 
terms that are memorized, recalled, repeated and translated. The commentary, with its 
movement across the page from right to left (in the opposite direction if written in 
English) is the narrative in which the individual words are embedded and through which 
they acquire their specific contextual salience. The commentary is also the form in which 
individual style and preferences are most discernible. 
Writing, as pointed out by Messick, has to be understood not as a simple 
dichotomy between “literacy and non-literacy” (Messick 1996:249). This is particularly 
true for the sites of women’s religious learning that I explore in this dissertation. Writing 
is used here to translate and explicate the word of Quran which is in turn preserved 
through writing. Although the visual and the aural-oral senses converge in both the 
recitational and the interpretive form, in the latter Quranic literacy also depends on the 
spoken word transformed into a written one. In between these two forms of speech is the 
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writer who mediates this transformation. More specifically it is through the labor of the 
hand that this mediation is produced.   
 
Conclusion 
  My examination of the significance of writing to the project of learning and self-
transformation attempts to trace the shifting emphasis from the recitational to the written-
interpretive form in the field of Quranic study for women in contemporary urban 
Pakistan. As I have stated elsewhere, recitational practices are not displaced in this form 
of learning. Rather different practices of literacy and textual engagement are brought to 
bear on them thus shifting the manner in which the performance of ritual practice is 
understood. Writing in this regard acts like a supplement to the recited and the spoken 
word rather than substituting the written for the spoken. The privileging of writing is 
predicated on its perceived characteristic of acting like a mirror to the inner self and its 
ability to reveal the inner reality. In the same instance, the knowledge of the self is the 
condition for its transformation. Writing here is thus not merely an exercise in 
functionality, that is to translate the divine word for comprehension, it is also an ethical 
and virtuous act. 
  The second part of the chapter examines the pedagogical materials used in 
developing Quranic comprehensions that shape the practice of writing itself. The 
“epistemological structure of the document” (Messick 1996:234) allows for the manual 
script to be added onto the printed page which lends the mechanically reproduced words 
of the Quran their meaning. These contrasting media forms reflect the move from the 
recitational to the read form of the Quran within the present moment. This move, from 
the recitational to the read is accomplished by the labor of the hand which gives a 
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material presence to meaning as it is written out on the page. Drawing attention to the 
shifts in the ways that Quranic understanding develops, particularly the processes through 
which material technologies both old and new are deployed in the service of self-
edification allow us a glimpse into the variations and unpredictability of technological 
forms. More important, it helps us to understand the material practices and artifacts 
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As I was writing this Conclusion, the news cycle of online Pakistani media outlets 
was, once again, dominated by reports of the Pakistani city of Lahore being rocked by a 
bomb blast on April 24 2012 killing two people and injuring over fifty. Coming at the 
heels of the reports of the ‘gunning down’ of eight members of the Shia community in 
Quetta earlier the same month, the incidents once again refocused attention on the 
Islamist militants to whom such violent tactics of retaliation are often attributed. More 
important, such tragic incidents are often read in the public domain as the outcome of 
allowing religious ideology to function as a political doctrine in Pakistan. While these 
incidents have no direct connection to the site I explore in this dissertation, they point to 
the increasing polarization of the public debates and representation of Islam and its role 
in social and political life in Pakistan. The increasing conflation of Islam with violence so 
dominates the way in which religion is perceived and understood in relation to 
contemporary Pakistani society that it often detracts from the complex and often non-
violent ways in which religion is woven into the fabric of everyday life, hopes and 
aspirations, and the alleviation from suffering and pain that virtually all Pakistanis have 
experienced in some form or another. My objective in this study has been to step outside 
these over determining discourses of crisis and Islamist violence and focus instead on the 
veritable revival that is being witnessed in religious arenas as scholars before me have 
begun to do, particularly those sites that make the individual and the social their target of 
reform (Hirschkind 2006; Huq 2009; Iqtidar 2011; Mahmood 2005; Masquelier 2009). 
An exploration of such sites, as I have argued in the introduction, is important for 
countering the hegemony of the discourse of ‘Islamic terrorism’ that infests conventional 
media and academic sites. More important it points to the deeper and systemic challenges 
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that are put forth by the subjects of this study to normative characterizations of religion as 
a rigid, violent and outdated system. In that respect, the call to integrate a religio-ethical 
sensibility in personal and public conduct provides an instance in which to consider how 
it diverges from state and civil society led view of what constitutes appropriate religious 
conduct in the public domain.  
In the preceding chapters I focused on examining the epistemological models that 
undergird and mediate practices of ritual worship and belief among women in urban 
Pakistan. Since the breadth of religious ritual in any given socio-cultural context far 
exceeds what any one study can hope to address, I have focused my investigation on the 
complex workings of the sphere of religious learning among educated Muslim women in 
the city of Karachi.  The ever-increasing popularity of new forms of Quranic study 
among Pakistani women points to the relevance of religion in everyday life. More 
specifically, it lends itself to an exploration of the manner in which subjects’ relationship 
with religious textual sources like the Quran and hadith has shifted in the last two 
decades. I have attributed this shift to the ideologies of textual engagement that not only 
shape the way in which religious knowledge is acquired and transmitted but also who and 
what the targets of such knowledge are. Women’s participation in such a movement of 
reform is aimed at self-consciously revitalizing one’s individual relationship with God 
through a study of the foundational texts such as the Quran. What is novel and 
historically specific in such a program of reform is not that women seek out religious 
learning in order to transform themselves—the connection between religious practice and 
piety is not unusual, even for women. Rather, what I have paid closer attention to are the 
specific modalities, discourses and practices through which religious knowledge is made 
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tangible, practical and legible. More specifically, the question that I have sought to 
address in this study is to understand the kinds of textual ethics that undergird and drive 
the readers engagement with the Quran and how such an ethic of textual engagement 
translates into practice. My aim has been to unpack this by examining, first, how a 
reconceptualization of the Quran’s textuality is discursively and materially constructed 
for women participants of Quranic learning. And second, how women perceive and 
articulate the experiences of this new mode of Quranic textual engagement in their 
everyday lives.  Through these two aspects of the study, I delineate the underlying textual 
ethics that shape the relationship subjects forge with religious texts, mainly the Quran, 
and the adoption of practices of religious learning, worship and social relations that are 
considered germane to the achievement of a moral personhood in contemporary Pakistan.  
An important consideration has been to foreground the cultural-historical context 
in which these textual-ethical sensibilities take on their distinctive and often material 
forms. The emphasis on reading comprehension and writing in the engagement with 
religious texts that I describe in this study is one that has recently become popular, 
especially among women. Prior to this, women (and men) accessed the Quran in ritual 
practice primarily through recitation and memorization, a form of literacy that 
emphasizes the correct production of sound rather than semantic meaning. Even though 
the availability of mass literacy (reading and writing) through secular schools in Pakistan 
(and South Asia) predates the new sites of religious learning by several decades, the 
trajectories of these different practices of literacy (religious and secular) did not merge 
until more recently. My concern for locating the practices of literacy within a socio-
historical context engages with the broader concern in anthropology that attempts to 
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understand the modalities of thought and reflection across time and space through which 
individuals apprehend social reality. More specifically I am concerned with how 
particular practices of literacy constitute their objects and the implications of that 
constitutive process on the social location of that object. In that respect, the 
transformation of the practices of devotion and worship that I have traced in this study 
are evidence not only of the dynamic ways in which religious tradition accommodates 
and appropriates changes that lie ‘outside’ its boundaries but that the accommodation 
itself is a productive generative process, giving shape to new modalities of thought and 
reflection and conceptualizations of knowledge and its targets. I would further add that 
even though the Quran’s centrality is an important and shared sensibility across time and 
space, the manner in which the text is engaged with in a particular location shifts the 
registers of its appreciation. In the context of my case, the manner of textual engagement, 
that is the act of reading and understanding the Quran, imbues the text with the potential 
for individual and collective transformation. This vision of transformation combines 
reform of the inner self through cultivations of virtues like patience, courage, duty and 
strength and the inculcation of a responsibility to engage in socially, morally and 
economically ethical behavior.   
 My concern with the historical trajectories of forms of textual engagement and 
knowledge practices in South Asia Islam draws upon the broader notion of the Islamic 
revival that animates a vast body of anthropological and historical literature (Eickelman 
and Anderson 2003; Eickelman 1992; Gade 2004; Guindi 1981; Hirschkind 2006; 
Mahmood 2005; Metcalf 1982). The use of this concept across different historical periods 
and geographical locations indicates that the concept of the Islamic Revival is not a 
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“given socio-ideological formation” but one that is constantly shifting and susceptible to 
the contingencies and idiosyncrasies of time (Hirschkind 2006:207). In the case of South 
Asia alone it is often invoked as an almost self-explanatory reference and stands in for 
different phases and types of Islamic reform movements that are separated not only by 
time but also their cultural location. I do not mean to suggest here that the term should be 
discarded because of its indeterminate use. Rather its different locations and invocations 
should alert us to the manner in which Islamic revival is not a one-time event with a 
clearly defined agenda and program but part of a longer tradition of discourse and 
deliberation that accommodates change over time, a concept that Talal Asad has 
elaborated on when he describes Islam as a “discursive tradition” (Asad 1986:14). 
Much has been said about the continued significance of religion in contemporary 
modern societies, both within the discipline of anthropology and outside. With hindsight 
we can say that predictions made by social theorists of the declining role of religion in 
public and political life and its increasing “privatization” now seem hasty and 
oversimplified (Casanova 1994:19). In particular, the investment in the process of 
secularization with the potential for sequestering religion in the ‘private’ and 
consequently freeing individuals to act as autonomous subjects now appears hyperbolic. 
The extensive anthropological literature across a range of religious traditions 
convincingly challenges these theories, establishing that religious traditions are thriving, 
continuously shifting and appropriating new discourses and technologies to draw in new 
adherents based on this very dynamism. In my study I have highlighted that it is the 
contemporaneity of the movement of self-reform and of the engagement with the Quran 
that appeals to the women participants of these programs of learning.  It enables them to 
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negotiate the frenetic pace of life and new cultural and social practices in a city like 
Karachi which has undergone significant social, economic and political transformation as 
Pakistan struggles to find its footing in the current era of globalization and economic 
neoliberalism. The growth and changes Pakistan has experienced, especially in its urban 
centers, has brought with it new challenges in the routines of everyday life—high levels 
of inflation, escalating property prices, and the lack of infrastructure, clean water and 
subsidized forms of public transport are just some of the ills often invoked by city 
residents. For women the shifts in the structure of the household, greater distances and 
the lack of safe options of public transport have consequences that are felt acutely and 
often articulated by the participants of Quranic learning as the loss of an earlier, more 
peaceful era. As one of my informants Saira explained to me, she was torn between 
keeping up with the obligations she felt towards her aged parents (who lived an hour 
away in another part of the city) and her own household and children. In the process she 
had no time for herself and often felt resentful of the multiple burdens of responsibility. 
She reminisced how things had been easier when she was growing up because the 
extended family either lived together or at least in the same neighborhood. Saira 
identified that her participation in religious learning had helped her to cultivate the 
strength and patience she needed to overcome these feelings of resentment because she 
was able to see for herself that Allah (God) expected her to be patient in the face of 
adversity. I should add that it is not only being able to better handle the pragmatics of 
urban life that makes religion an attractive force for women of this study. I believe that 
for Saira and other informants of my study these are the tangible ways in which life is 
seen to have “improved” after their participation in Quranic study. I would suggest that 
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such programs of self-reform resonate with women because they strike a unique balance 
between molding the self as models of piety and observance while maintaining a keen 
sense of one’s own self-awareness and individuality.  
I want to conclude by touching briefly on the analytical categories of religious 
and secular that are always on the horizon when we attempt to turn our gaze on a 
religious reform movement like the one described in this study.  The analytical attention 
paid to understanding religion in the modern moment is inextricably linked to the notion 
of the secular that has emerged alongside it and that has in turn given shape to both the 
concept of religion and the political doctrine of secularism (Asad 1993; Asad 2003). 
What appears repeatedly in discussions of the religious and the secular is that these 
categories constitute the spheres of thought and action that organize political, public and 
social life in a variety of contexts. At the same time I would suggest that while it is easy 
to maintain the categorical distinctions between the religious and secular in the abstract, it 
is more challenging to sustain that separation in the material practices of everyday life 
that shape ways of being and are constitutive of a sense of self-perception among many 
subjects in contemporary South Asia (Chakrabarty 2000; Chatterjee 2004; Scott 1999). 
This muddying of categories and boundaries comes across as a central aspect of women’s 
religious learning that I have examined here. While women use literacy skills and textual 
sensibilities cultivated in secular schools to engage in religious learning, such knowledge 
acquisition almost always bleeds over into their social and economic worlds, which are 
often characterized as secular. Women shared with me the number of important ways in 
which they re-form social interactions and economic transactions that are a staple of 
everyday life. For instance, wary of the interest offered on money in personal bank 
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accounts which is deemed haram (forbidden) in Islam, women prefer to opt for interest-
free banking that has become very popular in Pakistan. Similarly ‘Islamic’ products 
including clothing, religious texts (print and audio), children’s books, and prayer 
paraphernalia have found a thriving market in cities like Karachi where women re-direct 
their consumption habits to reflect the ethical positions they come to inhabit through their 
participation in religious learning. In highlighting these new practices of consumption 
that such a form of religious learning has effected, my intent is not to reduce women’s 
agency to its unexpected economic dimension. Rather, I wish to underscore what I 
mentioned above—that the categories of religious and secular, as useful as they may be 
in the context of an analytical conversation, seem difficult to sustain when we turn our 
gaze to the material practices in which people engage. While I do not have a general 
theory to offer, I believe this has implications for thinking about how the analytical 
separation between the religious and the secular might not make visible certain outcomes 
that get elided as we try to pin down and classify effects and their causes to certain ways, 
either ‘secular’ or ‘religious’, of being.  For Pakistan especially, where the debates over 
the role of religion in social and political life have been particularly divisive it might be 
more productive to consider the invisible and imperceptible ways in which the religious 
and the secular often intertwine to produce the subject in late capitalist modernity. I 
would suggest that such a commitment to rethinking the imbrications and intersections 
between the secular and the religious may enable us to move in a more productive 
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